
 

მეხსიერების პოლიტიკა გარდამავალ 

დემოკრატიებში: სამხრეთ ევროპა და 

პოსტკომუნისტური ევროპა 

 

Politics of Memory in Democratizing 

Societies: Southern Europe and Post-

Communist Europe 

 

 

რიდერი 

 

მომზადებულია ბაქარ ბერეკაშვილის მიერ 



Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire

Pierre Nora

Representations, No. 26, Special Issue: Memory and Counter-Memory. (Spring, 1989), pp. 7-24.

Stable URL:

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0734-6018%28198921%290%3A26%3C7%3ABMAHLL%3E2.0.CO%3B2-N

Representations is currently published by University of California Press.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have obtained
prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you may use content in
the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/journals/ucal.html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

The JSTOR Archive is a trusted digital repository providing for long-term preservation and access to leading academic
journals and scholarly literature from around the world. The Archive is supported by libraries, scholarly societies, publishers,
and foundations. It is an initiative of JSTOR, a not-for-profit organization with a mission to help the scholarly community take
advantage of advances in technology. For more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org
Thu Aug 16 02:53:40 2007

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0734-6018%28198921%290%3A26%3C7%3ABMAHLL%3E2.0.CO%3B2-N
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html
http://www.jstor.org/journals/ucal.html


P I E R R E  N O R A  

Between Memory and History: 
Les Lieux de Memoire 

THEA C C E L E R A T I O N  O F  H I S T O R Y :  let us try to gauge the signifi-
cance, beyond metaphor, of this phrase. An increasingly rapid slippage of the 
present into a historical past that is gone for good, a general perception that 
anything and everything may disappear-these indicate a rupture of equilibrium. 
The remnants of experience still lived in the warmth of tradition, in the silence 
of custom, in the repetition of the ancestral, have been displaced under the pres-
sure of a fundamentally historical sensibility. Self-consciousness emerges under 
the sign of that which has already happened, as the fulfillment of something 
always already begun. We speak so much of memory because there is so little of 
it left. 

Our interest in lieux de me'moire where memory crystallizes and secretes itself 
has occurred at a particular historical moment, a turning point where conscious-
ness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that memory has been 
torn-but torn in such a way as to pose the problem of the embodiment of 
memory in certain sites where a sense of historical continuity persists. There are 
lieux de mkmoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieux de me'moire, 
real environments of memory. 

Consider, for example, the irrevocable break marked by the disappearance 
of peasant culture, that quintessential repository of collective memory whose 
recent vogue as an object of historical study coincided with the apogee of indus-
trial growth. Such a fundamental collapse of memory is but one familiar example 
of a movement toward democratization and mass culture on a global scale. 
Among the new nations, independence has swept into history societies newly 
awakened from their ethnological slumbers by colonial violation. Similarly, a 
process of interior decolonization has affected ethnic minorities, families, and 
groups that until now have possessed reserves of memory but little or no histor-
ical capital. We have seen the end of societies that had long assured the trans-
mission and conservation of collectively remembered values, whether through 
churches or schools, the family or the state; the end too of ideologies that pre-
pared a smooth passage from the past to the future or that had indicated what 
the future should keep from the past-whether for reaction, progress, or even 
revolution. Indeed, we have seen the tremendous dilation of our very mode of 
historical perception, which, with the help of the media, has substituted for a 
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memory entwined in the intimacy of a collective heritage the ephemeral film of 
current events. 

The "acceleration of history," then, confronts us with the brutal realization 
of the difference between real memory-social and unviolated, exemplified in 
but also retained as the secret of so-called primitive or archaic societies-and 
history, which is how our hopelessly forgetful modern societies, propelled by 
change, organize the past. On the one hand, we find an integrated, dictatorial 
memory-unself-conscious, commanding, all-powerful, spontaneously actual- 
izing, a memory without a past that ceaselessly reinvents tradition, linking the 
history of its ancestors to the undifferentiated time of heroes, origins, and myth- 
and on the other hand, our memory, nothing more in fact than sifted and sorted 
historical traces. The gulf between the two has deepened in modern times with 
the growing belief in a right, a capacity, and even a duty to change. Today, this 
distance has been stretched to its convulsive limit. 

This conquest and eradication of memory by history has had the effect of a 
revelation, as if an ancient bond of identity had been broken and something had 
ended that we had experienced as self-evident-the equation of memory and 
history. The fact that only one word exists in French to designate both lived his- 
tory and the intellectual operation that renders it intelligible (distinguished in 
German by Geschichte and Historie) is a weakness of the language that has often 
been remarked; still, it delivers a profound truth: the process that is carrying us 
forward and our representation of that process are of the same kind. If we were 
able to live within memory, we would not have needed to consecrate lieux de mi- 
moire in its name. Each gesture, down to the most everyday, would be experienced 
as the ritual repetition of a timeless practice in a primordial identification of act 
and meaning. With the appearance of the trace, of mediation, of distance, we are 
not in the realm of true memory but of history. We can think, for an example, of 
the Jews of the diaspora, bound in daily devotion to the rituals of tradition, who 
as "peoples of memory" found little use for historians until their forced exposure 
to the modern world. 

Memory and history, far from being synonymous, appear now to be in fun- 
damental opposition. Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its 
name. It remains in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering 
and forgetting, unconscious of its successive deformations, vulnerable to manip- 
ulation and appropriation, susceptible to being long dormant and periodically 
revived. History, on the other hand, is the reconstruction, always problematic and 
incomplete, of what is no longer. Memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a 
bond tying us to the eternal present; history is a representation of the past. 
Memory, insofar as it is affective and magical, only accommodates those facts that 
suit it; it nourishes recollections that may be out of focus or telescopic, global or 
detached, particular or symbolic-responsive to each avenue of conveyance or 
phenomenal screen, to every censorship or projection. History, because it is an 



intellectual and secular production, calls for analysis and criticism. Memory 
installs remembrance within the sacred; history, always prosaic, releases it again. 
Memory is blind to all but the group it binds-which is to say, as Maurice Halb- 
wachs has said, that there are as many memories as there are groups, that memory 
is by nature multiple and yet specific; collective, plural, and yet individual. His- 
tory, on the other hand, belongs to everyone and to no one, whence its claim to 
universal authority. Memory takes root in the concrete, in spaces, gestures, 
images, and objects; history binds itself strictly to temporal continuities, to pro- 
gressions and to relations between things. Memory is absolute, while history can 
only conceive the relative. 

At the heart of history is a critical discourse that is antithetical to spontaneous 
memory. History is perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true mission is to 
suppress and destroy it. At the horizon of historical societies, at the limits of the 
completely historicized world, there would occur a permanent secularization. 
History's goal and ambition is not to exalt but to annihilate what has in reality 
taken place. A generalized critical history would no doubt preserve some 
museums, some medallions and monuments-that is to say, the materials neces- 
sary for its work-but it would empty them of what, to us, would make them lieux 
de me'moire. In the end, a society living wholly under the sign of history could not, 
any more than could a traditional society, conceive such sites for anchoring its 
memory. 

Perhaps the most tangible sign of the split between history and memory has 
been the emergence of a history of history, the awakening, quite recent in France, 
of a historiographical consciousness. History, especially the history of national 
development, has constituted the oldest of our collective traditions: our quintes- 
sential milieu de mimoire. From the chroniclers of the Middle Ages to today's prac- 
titioners of "total" history, the entire tradition has developed as the controlled 
exercise and automatic deepening of memory, the reconstitution of a past without 
lacunae or faults. No doubt, none of the great historians, since Froissart, had the 
sense that he was representing only a particular memory. Commynes did not 
think he was fashioning a merely dynastic memory, La Popeliniere merely a 
French memory, Bossuet a Christian and monarchical memory, Voltaire the 
memory of the progress of humankind, Michelet exclusively the "people's" 
memory, and Lavisse solely the memory of the nation. On the contrary, each 
historian was convinced that his task consisted in establishing a more positive, all- 
encompassing, and explicative memory. History's procurement, in the last cen- 
tury, of scientific methodology has only intensified the effort to establish critically 
a "true" memory. Every great historical revision has sought to enlarge the basis 
for collective memory. 

In a country such as France the history of history cannot be an innocent oper- 
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ation; it amounts to the internal subversion of memory-history by critical history. 
Every history is by nature critical, and all historians have sought to denounce the 
hypocritical mythologies of their predecessors. But something fundamentally 
unsettling happens when history begins to write its own history. A historiograph- 
ical anxiety arises when history assigns itself the task of tracing alien impulses 
within itself and discovers that it is the victim of memories which it has sought to 
master. Where history has not taken on the strong formative and didactic role 
that it has assumed in France, the history of history is less laden with polemical 
content. In the United States, for example, a country of plural memories and 
diverse traditions, historiography is more pragmatic. Different interpretations of 
the Revolution or of the Civil War do not threaten the American tradition 
because, in some sense, no such thing exists-or if it does, it is not primarily a 
historical construction. In France, on the other hand, historiography is icono- 
clastic and irreverent. It seizes upon the most clearly defined objects of tradi- 
tion-a key battle, like Bouvines; a canonical manual, like the Petit Lavisse-in 
order to dismantle their mechanisms and analyze the conditions of their devel- 
opment. It operates primarily by introducing doubt, by running a knife between 
the tree of memory and the bark of history. That we study the historiography of 
the French Revolution, that we reconstitute its myths and interpretations, implies 
that we no longer unquestioningly identify with its heritage. To interrogate a 
tradition, venerable though it may be, is no longer to pass it on intact. Moreover, 
the history of history does not restrict itself to addressing the most sacred objects 
of our national tradition. By questioning its own traditional structure, its own 
conceptual and material resources, its operating procedures and social means of 
distribution, the entire discipline of history has entered its historiographical age, 
consummating its dissociation from memory-which in turn has become a pos- 
sible object of history. 

It once seemed as though a tradition of memory, through the concepts of 
history and the nation, had crystallized in the synthesis of the Third Republic. 
Adopting a broad chronology, between Augustin Thierry's Lettres sur l'histoire de 
France (1827) and Charles Seignobos's Histoire sinckre de la nationfran~aise (1933), 
the relationships between history, memory, and the nation were characterized as 
more than natural currency: they were shown to involve a reciprocal circularity, 
a symbiosis at every level-scientific and pedagogical, theoretical and practical. 
This national definition of the present imperiously demanded justification 
through the illumination of the past. It was, however, a present that had been 
weakened by revolutionary trauma and the call for a general reevaluation of the 
monarchical past, and it was weakened further by the defeat of 1870, which 
rendered only more urgent, in the belated competition with German science 
and pedagogy-the real victors at Sadowa-the development of a severe doc- 
umentary erudition for the scholarly transmission of memory. The tone of 



national responsibility assigned to the historian-half preacher, half soldier-is 
unequalled, for example, in the first editorial of the Revue historique (1876) in 
which Gabriel Monod foresaw a "slow scientific, methodical, and collective inves- 
tigation" conducted in a "secret and secure manner for the greatness of the 
fatherland as well as for mankind." Reading this text, and a hundred others like 
it, one wonders how the notion that positivist history was not cumulative could 
ever have gained credibility. On the contrary, in the teleological perspective of 
the nation the political, the military, the biographical, and the diplomatic all were 
to be considered pillars of continuity. The defeat of Agincourt, the dagger of 
Ravaillac, the day of the Dupes, the additional clauses of the treaty of West- 
phalia-each required scrupulous accounting. The most incisive erudition thus 
served to add or take away some detail from the monumental edifice that was the 
nation. The nation's memory was held to be powerfully unified; no more discon- 
tinuity existed between our Greco-Roman cradle and the colonies of the Third 
Republic than between the high erudition that annexed new territories to the 
nation's heritage and the schoolbooks that professed its dogma. The holy nation 
thus acquired a holy history; through the nation our memory continued to rest 
upon a sacred foundation. 

To see how this particular synthesis came apart under the pressure of a new 
secularizing force would be to show how, during the crisis of the 1930s in France, 
the coupling of state and nation was gradually replaced by the coupling of state 
and society-and how, at the same time and for the same reasons, history was 
transformed, spectacularly, from the tradition of memory it had become into the 
self-knowledge of society. As such, history was able to highlight many kinds of 
memory, even turn itself into a laboratory of past mentalities; but in disclaiming 
its national identity, it also abandoned its claim to bearing coherent meaning and 
consequently lost its pedagogical authority to transmit values. The definition 
of the nation was no longer the issue, and peace, prosperity, and the reduction of 
its power have since accomplished the rest. With the advent of society in place of 
the nation, legitimation by the past and therefore by history yields to legitimation 
by the future. One can only acknowledge and venerate the past and serve the 
nation; the future, however, can be prepared for: thus the three terms regain 
their autonomy. No longer a cause, the nation has become a given; history is now 
a social science, memory a purely private phenomenon. The memory-nation was 
thus the last incarnation of the unification of memory and history. 

The study of lieux de mimoires, then, lies at the intersection of two develop- 
ments that in France today give it meaning: one a purely historiographical move- 
ment, the reflexive turning of history upon itself, the other a movement that is, 
properly speaking, historical: the end of a tradition of memory. The moment of 
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lieux de me'moire occurs at the same time that an immense and intimate fund of 
memory disappears, surviving only as a reconstituted object beneath the gaze of 
critical history. This period sees, on the one hand, the decisive deepening of his- 
torical study and, on the other hand, a heritage consolidated. The critical prin- 
ciple follows an internal dynamic: our intellectual, political, historical frameworks 
are exhausted but remain powerful enough not to leave us indifferent; whatever 
vitality they retain impresses us only in their most spectacular symbols. Com- 
bined, these two movements send us at once to history's most elementary tools 
and to the most symbolic objects of our memory: to the archives as well as to the 
tricolor; to the libraries, dictionaries, and museums as well as to commemora- 
tions, celebrations, the Pantheon, and the Arc de Triomphe; to the Dictionnaire 
Larousse as well as to the Wall of the Federes, where the last defenders of the Paris 
commune were massacred in 1870. 

These lieux de mkmoire are fundamentally remains, the ultimate embodiments 
of a memorial consciousness that has barely survived in a historical age that calls 
out for memory because it has abandoned it. They make their appearance by 
virtue of the deritualization of our world-producing, manifesting, establishing, 
constructing, decreeing, and maintaining by artifice and by will a society deeply 
absorbed in its own transformation and renewal, one that inherently values the 
new over the ancient, the young over the old, the future over the past. Museums, 
archives, cemeteries, festivals, anniversaries, treaties, depositions, monuments, 
sanctuaries, fraternal orders-these are the boundary stones of another age, illu- 
sions of eternity. It is the nostalgic dimension of these devotional institutions that 
makes them seem beleaguered and cold-they mark the rituals of a society 
without ritual; integral particularities in a society that levels particularity; signs of 
distinction and of group membership in a society that tends to recognize individ- 
uals only as identical and equal. 

Lieux de me'moire originate with the sense that there is no spontaneous memory, 
that we must deliberately create archives, maintain anniversaries, organize cele- 
brations, pronounce eulogies, and notarize bills because such activities no longer 
occur naturally. The defense, by certain minorities, of a privileged memory that 
has retreated to jealously protected enclaves in this sense intensely illuminates the 
truth of lieux de me'moire-that without commemorative vigilance, history would 
soon sweep them away. We buttress our identities upon such bastions, but if what 
they defended were not threatened, there would be no need to build them. Con- 
versely, if the memories that they enclosed were to be set free they would be 
useless; if history did not besiege memory, deforming and transforming it, pen-
etrating and petrifying it, there would be no lzeux de me'moire. Indeed, it is this very 
push and pull that produces lzeux de me'moire-moments of history torn away from 
the movement of history, then returned; no longer quite life, not yet death, like 
shells on the shore when the sea of living memory has receded. 



Memory Seized by History 

What we call memory today is therefore not memory but already his- 
tory. What we take to be flare-ups of memory are in fact its final consumption in 
the flames of history. The quest for memory is the search for one's history. 

Of course, we still cannot do without the word, but we should be aware of 
the difference between true memory, which has taken refuge in gestures and 
habits, in skills passed down by unspoken traditions, in the body's inherent self- 
knowledge, in unstudied reflexes and ingrained memories, and memory trans- 
formed by its passage through history, which is nearly the opposite: voluntary 
and deliberate, experienced as a duty, no longer spontaneous; psychological, 
individual, and subjective; but never social, collective, or all encompassing. How 
did we move from the first memory, which is immediate, to the second, which is 
indirect? We may approach the question of this contemporary metamorphosis 
from the perspective of its outcome. 

Modern memory is, above all, archival. It relies entirely on the materiality of 
the trace, the immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the image. What began 
as writing ends as high fidelity and tape recording. The less memory is experi- 
enced from the inside the more it exists only through its exterior scaffolding 
and outward signs-hence the obsession with the archive that marks our age, 
attempting at once the complete conservation of the present as well as the total 
preservation of the past. Fear of a rapid and final disappearance combines with 
anxiety about the meaning of the present and uncertainty about the future to 
give even the most humble testimony, the most modest vestige, the potential dig- 
nity of the memorable. Have we not sufficiently regretted and deplored the loss 
or destruction, by our predecessors, of potentially informative sources to avoid 
opening ourselves to the same reproach from our successors? Memory has been 
wholly absorbed by its meticulous reconstitution. Its new vocation is to record; 
delegating to the archive the responsibility of remembering, it sheds its signs 
upon depositing them there, as a snake sheds its skin. 

What we call memory is in fact the gigantic and breathtaking storehouse of a 
material stock of what it would be impossible for us to remember, an unlimited 
repertoire of what might need to be recalled. Leibnitz's "paper memory" has 
become an autonomous institution of museums, libraries, depositories, centers of 
documentation, and data banks. Specialists estimate that in the public archives 
alone, in just a few decades, the quantitative revolution has multiplied the 
number of records by one thousand. No society has ever produced archives as 
deliberately as our own, not only by volume, not only by new technical means of 
reproduction and preservation, but also by its superstitious esteem, by its vener- 
ation of the trace. Even as traditional memory disappears, we feel obliged assid- 
uously to collect remains, testimonies, documents, images, speeches, any visible 
signs of what has been, as if this burgeoning dossier were to be called upon to 
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furnish some proof to who knows what tribunal of history. The sacred is invested 
in the trace that is at the same time its negation. It becomes impossible to predict 
what should be remembered-whence the disinclination to destroy anything that 
leads to the corresponding reinforcement of all the institutions of memory. A 
strange role reversal has occurred between the professional, once reproached for 
an obsession with conservation, and the amateur producer of archives. Today, 
private enterprise and public administration keep everything, while professional 
archivists have learned that the essence of their trade is the art of controlled 
destruction. 

In just a few years, then, the materialization of memory has been tremen- 
dously dilated, multiplied, decentralized, democratized. In the classical period, 
the three main producers of archives were the great families, the church, and the 
state. But who, today, does not feel compelled to record his feelings, to write his 
memoirs-not only the most minor historical actor but also his witnesses, his 
spouse, and his doctor. The less extraordinary the testimony, the more aptly it 
seems to illustrate the average mentality. 

The imperative of our epoch is not only to keep everything, to preserve every 
indicator of memory-even when we are not sure which memory is being indi- 
cated-but also to produce archives. The French Social Security archives are a 
troubling example: an unparalleled quantity of documents, they represent today 
three hundred linear kilometers. Ideally, the computerized evaluation of this 
mass of raw memory would provide a reading of the sum total of the normal and 
the pathological in society, from diets to lifestyles, by region and by profession; 
yet even its preservation and plausible implementation call for drastic and impos- 
sible choices. Record as much as you can, something will remain. This is, to take 
another telling example, the conclusion implied by the proliferation of oral his- 
tories. There are currently in France more than three hundred teams employed 
in gathering "the voices that come to us from the past" (Philippe Joutard). But 
these are not ordinary archives, if we consider that to produce them requires 
thirty-six hours for each hour of recording time and that they can never be used 
piecemeal, because they only have meaning when heard in their entirety. Whose 
will to remember do they ultimately reflect, that of the interviewer or that of the 
interviewed? No longer living memory's more or less intended remainder, the 
archive has become the deliberate and calculated secretion of lost memory. It 
adds to life-itself often a function of its own recording-a secondary memory, 
a prosthesis-memory. The indiscriminate production of archives is the acute 
effect of a new consciousness, the clearest expression of the terrorism of histori- 
cized memory. 

This form of memory comes to us from the outside; because it is no longer a 
social practice, we interiorize it as an individual constraint. 



The passage from memory to history has required every social group to rede- 
fine its identity through the revitalization of its own history. The task of remem- 
bering makes everyone his own historian. The demand for history has thus 
largely overflowed the circle of professional historians. Those who have long been 
marginalized in traditional history are not the only ones haunted by the need to 
recover their buried pasts. Following the example of ethnic groups and social 
minorities, every established group, intellectual or not, learned or not, has felt 
the need to go in search of its own origins and identity. Indeed, there is hardly a 
family today in which some member has not recently sought to document as accu- 
rately as possible his or her ancestors' furtive existences. The increase in genea- 
logical research is a massive new phenomenon: the national archives reports that 
43 percent of those doing archival research in 1982 were working on genealogical 
history, as compared with the 38 percent who were university researchers. It is 
striking that we owe the most significant histories of biology, physics, medicine, 
and music not to professional historians but to biologists, physicists, doctors, and 
musicians. Educators themselves have taken charge of the history of education, 
from physical education to instruction in educational philosophy. In the wake of 
attacks on established domains of knowledge, each discipline has sought valida- 
tion in the retrospective perusal of its own origins. Sociology goes in search of its 
founding fathers; anthropology undertakes to explore its own past, from the 
sixteenth-century chroniclers to the colonial administrators. Even literary criti- 
cism occupies itself in retracing the genesis of its categories and tradition. As for 
history, positivism, long since abandoned by professional historians, has found in 
this urgent need a popularity and necessity it never knew before. The decom- 
position of memory-history has multiplied the number of private memories 
demanding their individual histories. 

An order is given to remember, but the responsibility is mine and it is I who 
must remember. One of the costs of the historical metamorphosis of memory has 
been a wholesale preoccupation with the individual psychology of remembering. 
Indeed, the two phenomena are so intimately linked that one can hardly avoid 
comparing them, down to their exact chronological coincidence. At the end of 
the last century, when the decisive blow to traditional balances was felt-in par-
ticular the disintegration of the rural world-memory appeared at the center of 
philosophical thought, with Bergson; at the core of the psychological personality, 
with Freud; at the heart of literary autobiography, with Proust. We owe to Freud 
and to Proust those two intimate and yet universal sites of memory, the primal 
scene and the celebrated petite madeleine. The transformation of memory implies 
a decisive shift from the historical to the psychological, from the social to the 
individual, from the objective message to its subjective reception, from repetition 
to rememoration. The total psychologization of contemporary memory entails a 
completely new economy of the identity of the self, the mechanics of memory, 
and the relevance of the past. 
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In the last analysis, it is upon the individual and upon the individual alone 
that the constraint of memory weighs insistently as well as imperceptibly. The 
atomization of a general memory into a private one has given the obligation 
to remember a power of internal coercion. It gives everyone the necessity to 
remember and to protect the trappings of identity; when memory is no longer 
everywhere, it will not be anywhere unless one takes the responsibility to recap- 
ture it through individual means. The less memory is experienced collectively, 
the more it will require individuals to undertake to become themselves memory- 
individuals, as if an inner voice were to tell each Corsican "You must be Cor- 
sican" and each Breton "You must be Breton." To understand the force and 
appeal of this sense of obligation, perhaps we should think of Jewish memory, 
which has recently been revived among many nonpracticing Jews. In this tradi- 
tion, which has no other history than its own memory, to be Jewish is to remember 
that one is such; but once this incontestable memory has been interiorized, it 
eventually demands full recognition. What is being remembered? In a sense, it is 
memory itself. The psychologization of memory has thus given every individual 
the sense that his or her salvation ultimately depends on the repayment of an 
impossible debt. 

In addition to archive-memory and duty-memory, a third aspect is needed to 
complete the picture of this modern metamorphosis: distance-memory. 

This is because our relation to the past, at least as it reveals itself in major 
historical studies, is something entirely different from what we would expect from 
a memory: no longer a retrospective continuity but the illumination of disconti- 
nuity. In the history-memory of old, accurate perceptions of the past were char- 
acterized by the assumption that the past could be retrieved. The past could 
always be resuscitated by an effort of rememoration; indeed, the present itself 
became a sort of recycled, up-dated past, realized as the present through such 
welding and anchoring. True, for there to be a sense of the past there had to be 
a "before" and an "after," a chasm had to intervene between the present and the 
past. But this was not so much a separation experienced as radical difference as 
it was a lapse experienced as a filiation to be restored. Progress and decadence, 
the two great themes of historical intelligibility at least since modern times, both 
aptly express this cult of continuity, the confident assumption of knowing to 
whom and to what we owe our existence-whence the importance of the idea of 
"origins," an already profane version of the mythological narrative, but one that 
contributed to giving meaning and a sense of the sacred to a society engaged in 
a nationwide process of secularization. The greater the origins, the more they 
magnified our greatness. Through the past we venerated above all ourselves. 

It is this relation which has been broken. Just as the future-formerly a vis- 
ible, predictable, manipulable, well-marked extension of the present-has come 



to seem invisible, unpredictable, uncontrollable, so have we gone from the idea 
of a visible past to an invisible one; from a solid and steady past to our fractured 
past; from a history sought in the continuity of memory to a memory cast in the 
discontinuity of history. We speak no longer of "origins" but of "births." Given to 
us as radically other, the past has become a world apart. Ironically, modern 
memory reveals itself most genuinely when it shows how far we have come away 
from it. 

We should not believe, however, that this sense of discontinuity finds only 
unfocused and vague expression. Paradoxically, distance demands the rapproche-
ment that negates it while giving it resonance. Never have we longed in a more 
physical manner to evoke the weight of the land at our feet, the hand of the devil 
in the year 1000, or the stench of eighteenth-century cities. Yet only in a regime 
of discontinuity are such hallucinations of the past conceivable. Our relation to 
the past is now formed in a subtle play between its intractability and its disap- 
pearance, a question of a representation-in the original sense of the word- 
radically different from the old ideal of resurrecting the past. As comprehensive 
as it may have wished to be, in practice such a resurrection implied a hierarchy 
of memory, ordering the perspective of the past beneath the gaze of a static 
present by the skillful manipulation of light and shadow. But the loss of a single 
explanatory principle, while casting us into a fragmented universe, has promoted 
every object-even the most humble, the most improbable, the most inacces- 
sible-to the dignity of a historical mystery. Since no one knows what the past will 
be made of next, anxiety turns everything into a trace, a possible indication, a 
hint of history that contaminates the innocence of all things. 

Representation proceeds by strategic highlighting, selecting samples and mul- 
tiplying examples. Ours is an intensely retinal and powerfully televisual memory. 
We can link the acclaimed "return of the narrative" evident in recent historical 
writing and the omnipotence of imagery and cinema in contemporary culture- 
even if, to be sure, this narrative is very different from traditional narrative, with 
its syncopated parts and formal closure. How can we not connect our scrupulous 
respect for archival documents, themselves fragments put before our eyes, and 
the unique frame we give to oral literature, quoting informants to render intel- 
ligible their voices-are they not clearly connected to the sense of directness that 
we have become accustomed to elsewhere? How can we but see in our taste for 
everyday life in the past a resort to the only remaining means for restoring the 
flavor of things, the slow rhythms of past times-and in the anonymous biogra- 
phies of ordinary people the understanding that the masses do not allow them- 
selves to be measured as a mass? How can we fail to read, in the shards of the past 
delivered to us by so many microhistories, the will to make the history we are 
reconstructing equal to the history we have lived? We could speak of mirror- 
memory if all mirrors did not reflect the same-for it is difference that we are 
seeking, and in the image of this difference, the ephemeral spectacle of an unre- 
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coverable identity. It is no longer genesis that we seek but instead the decipher- 
ment of what we are in the light of what we are no longer. 

Strangely, this alchemy of essentials contributes to making the practice of 
history-from which the relentless drive toward the future ought to have excused 
us-a repository for the secrets of the present. This thaumaturgical operation is 
accomplished more by the historian than by history. The historian's is a strange 
fate; his role and place in society were once simple and clearly defined: to be the 
spokesman of the past and the herald of the future. In this capacity his person 
counted less than his services; his role was that of an erudite transparency, a 
vehicle of transmission, a bridge stretched as lightly as possible between the raw 
materiality of the document and its inscription in memory-ultimately, an 
absence obsessed with objectivity. But with the disintegration of history-memory, 
a new type of historian emerges who, unlike his precursors, is ready to confess 
the intimate relation he maintains to his subject. Better still, he is ready to pro- 
claim it, deepen it, make of it not the obstacle but the means of his understanding. 

Imagine a society entirely absorbed in its own historicity. It would be inca- 
pable of producing historians. Living entirely under the sign of the future, it 
would satisfy itself with automatic self-recording processes and auto-inventory 
machines, postponing indefinitely the task of understanding itself. By contrast, 
our society-torn from its memory by the scale of its transformations but all the 
more obsessed with understanding itself historically-is forced to give an increas- 
ingly central role to the operations that take place within the historian. The his- 
torian is one who prevents history from becoming merely history. 

In the same way that we owe our historical overview to a panoramic distance, 
and our artificial hyper-realization of the past to a definitive estrangement, a 
changing mode of perception returns the historian, almost against his will, to the 
traditional objects from which he had turned away, the common knowledge of 
our national memory. Returning across the threshold of one's natal home, one 
finds oneself in the old abode, now uninhabited and practically unrecognizable- 
with the same family heirlooms, but under another light; before the same atelier, 
but for another task; in the same rooms, but with another role. As historiography 
has entered its epistemological age, with memory ineluctably engulfed by history, 
the historian has become no longer a memory-individual but, in himself, a lieu de 
me'moire. 

Les Lieux de Memoire: 

Another History 


Lieux de me'moire are simple and ambiguous, natural and artificial, at 
once immediately available in concrete sensual experience and susceptible to the 
most abstract elaboration. Indeed, they are lieux in three senses of the word- 



material, symbolic, and functional. Even an apparently purely material site, like 
an archive, becomes a lieu de me'moire only if the imagination invests it with a sym- 
bolic aura. A purely functional site, like a classroom manual, a testament, or a 
veterans' reunion belongs to the category only inasmuch as it is also the object of 
a ritual. And the observance of a commemorative minute of silence, an extreme 
example of a strictly symbolic action, serves as a concentrated appeal to memory 
by literally breaking a temporal continuity. Moreover, the three aspects always 
coexist. Take, for example, the notion of a historical generation: it is material by 
its demographic content and supposedly functional-since memories are crystal- 
lized and transmitted from one generation to the next-but it is also symbolic, 
since it characterizes, by referring to events or experiences shared by a small 
minority, a larger group that may not have participated in them. 

Lieux de me'moire are created by a play of memory and history, an interaction 
of two factors that results in their reciprocal overdetermination. To begin with, 
there must be a will to remember. If we were to abandon this criterion, we would 
quickly drift into admitting virtually everything as worthy of remembrance. One 
is reminded of the prudent rules of old-fashioned historical criticism, which dis- 
tinguished between "direct sources," intentionally produced by society with a view 
to their future reproduction-a law or a work of art, for example-and the indis- 
criminate mass of "indirect sources," comprising all the testimony an epoch inad- 
vertently leaves to historians. Without the intention to remember, lieux de me'moire 
would be indistinguishable from lieux d'histoire. 

On the other hand, it is clear that without the intervention of history, time, 
and change, we would content ourselves with simply a schematic outline of the 
objects of memory. The lieux we speak of, then, are mixed, hybrid, mutant, bound 
intimately with life and death, with time and eternity; enveloped in a Mobius strip 
of the collective and the individual, the sacred and the profane, the immutable 
and the mobile. For if we accept that the most fundamental purpose of the lieu de 
me'moire is to stop time, to block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of 
things, to immortalize death, to materialize the immaterial-just as if gold were 
the only memory of money-all of this in order to capture a maximum of 
meaning in the fewest of signs, it is also clear that lieux de mkmoire only exist 
because of their capacity for metamorphosis, an endless recycling of their 
meaning and an unpredictable proliferation of their ramifications. 

Let us take two very different examples. First, the Revolutionary calendar, 
which was very much a lieu de me'moire since, as a calendar, it was designed to 
provide the a priori frame of reference for all possible memory while, as a revo- 
lutionary document, through its nomenclature and symbolism, it was supposed 
to "open a new book to history," as its principal author ambitiously put it, or to 
"return Frenchmen entirely to themselves," according to another of its advocates. 
The function of the calendar, it was thought, would be to halt history at the hour 
of the Revolution by indexing future months, days, centuries, and years to the 
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Revolutionary epic. Yet, to our eyes, what further qualifies the revolutionary cal- 
endar as a lieu de me'moire is its apparently inevitable failure to have become what 
its founders hoped. If we still lived today according to its rhythm, it would have 
become as familiar to us as the Gregorian calendar and would consequently have 
lost its interest as a lieu de me'moire. It would have melted into our memorial land- 
scape, serving only to date every other conceivable memorial site. As it turns out, 
its failure has not been complete; key dates still emerge from it to which it will 
always remain attached: Vendemiaire, Thermidor, Brumaire. Just so, the lieu de 
me'moire turns in on itself-an arabesque in the deforming mirror that is its truth. 

Let us consider too the celebrated Tour de la Fruncepar deux enfants, also incon- 
testably a lieu de me'moire; like the Petit Lavisse, it trained the memory of millions of 
French boys and girls. Thanks to it, the Minister of Public Instruction could draw 
his pocket watch at 8:05 A.M. and declare, "All of our children are crossing the 
Alps." Moreover, the Tour was an inventory of what one ought to know about 
France, an exercise in identification and a voyage of initiation. But here things 
get more complicated: a close reading shows that as of its publication in 1877, 
the Tour portrayed a France that no longer existed, and that in this year, when 
May 16 saw the consolidation of the Third Republic, it drew its seductive power 
from a subtle enchantment with the past. As is so often the case with books for 
children, the Tour owed its initial success to the memory of adults. And later? 
Thirty-five years after publication, on the eve of the war of 1914 when it was still 
a sovereign text, it seemed already a nostalgic institution: despite revisions, the 
older edition sold more than the new. Then the Tour became rare, employed only 
in marginal areas in the remote countryside. Slipping out of collective memory, 
it entered historical memory, then pedagogical memory. For its centennial, in 
1977, however, just as the sales of an autobiography from the provinces, Pierre 
Helias'sLe Cheval dbrgueil, reached a million copies and when an industrial France 
stricken by economic crisis discovered its oral memory and peasant roots, the Tour 
was reprinted, and once again entered the collective memory, a different one this 
time, but still subject to being forgotten and revived in the future. What is the 
essence of this quintessential lieu de me'moire-its original intention or its return in 
the cycles of memory? Clearly both: all lieux de me'moire are objects mises en abtme. 

It is this principle of double identity that enables us to map, within the indef- 
inite multiplicity of sites, a hierarchy, a set of limits, a repertoire of ranges. This 
principle is crucial because, if one keeps in mind the broad categories of the 
genre-anything pertaining to the cult of the dead, anything relating to the pat- 
rimony, anything administering the presence of the past within the present-it is 
clear that some seemingly improbable objects can be legitimately considered lieux 
de me'moire while, conversely, many that seem to fit by definition should in fact be 
excluded. What makes certain prehistoric, geographical, archaeological locations 



important as sites is often precisely what ought to exclude them from being lieux 
de me'moire: the absolute absence of a will to remember and, by way of compensa- 
tion, the crushing weight imposed on them by time, science, and the dreams of 
men. On the other hand, not every border marking has the credentials of the 
Rhine or the Finistere, that "Land's End" at the tip of Brittany ennobled in the 
pages of Michelet. Every constitution, every diplomatic treaty is a lieu de me'moire, 
although the constitution of 1793 lays a different claim than that of 1791, given 
the foundational status of the Declaration of the Rights of Man; and the peace of 
Nimwegen has a different status than, at both ends of the history of Europe, the 
Verdun compromise and the Yalta conference. 

Amid these complexities, it is memory that dictates while history writes; this 
is why both history books and historical events merit special attention. As mem- 
ory's ideal historical instruments, rather than as permutations of history and 
memory, they inscribe a neat border around a domain of memory. Are not every 
great historical work and the historical genre itself, every great event and the 
notion of event itself, in some sense by definition lieux de me'moire? The question 
calls for a precise answer. 

Among history books, only those founded on a revision of memory or serving 
as its pedagogical breviaries are lieux de me'moire. In France, there have been 
relatively few moments that have established a new historical memory. The 
thirteenth-century Grandes Chroniques de France condensed dynastic memory and 
established the model for several centuries of historiography. In the sixteenth 
century, during the Wars of Religion, the school of so-called "perfect history" 
destroyed the legend of the monarchy's Trojan origins and restored Gaulish 
antiquity: Etienne Pasquier's Recherches de la France (1599), by the very modernity 
of its title (referring to "research" and "France" rather than to chronicling and 
dynastic rule), is an emblematic example. The historiography of the late Resto- 
ration abruptly introduced the modern conception of history: Thierry's Lettres 
sur l'histoire de France (1820) provided the inaugural impulse, and their publication 
as a volume in 1827 coincided, within a few months, with an illustrious beginner's 
first book, Michelet's Pre'cis d'histoire moderne and with Guizot's first lectures on "the 
history of European civilization and of France." Next came the advent of national 
positivist history, whose manifesto was the Revue historique (1876) and whose mon- 
ument is still Lavisse's twenty-seven-volume Histoire de France. One could also cite 
the rise of memoirs, as well as autobiographies and diaries. Chateaubriand's Me'-
moires dhutre-tombe, Stendhal's Vie de Henry Brulard, and the Journal d'Amiel are lieux 
de me'moire not because they are bigger or better examples but because they com- 
plicate the simple exercise of memory with a set of questions directed to memory 
itself. As much can be said for the memoirs of statesmen. From Sully to de Gaulle, 
from Richelieu's Testament to the Me'morial de Sainte-He'ldne or Poincare's Journal, 
the genre has its constants and specificities, independent of the uneven value of 
the texts. It implies an awareness of other memoirs, a superimposition of the man 
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of letters and the man of action, the identification of individual discourse with 
collective discourse, the insertion of individual rationality into raison d'e'tat: all 
motifs that, in the broad perspective of national memory, compel us to think of 
them as lieux de me'moire. 

As for "great events," only two types are especially pertinent, and not in any 
way as a function of their "greatness." On the one hand, there are those minuscule 
events, barely remarked at the time, on which posterity retrospectively confers 
the greatness of origins, the solemnity of inaugural ruptures. On the other hand, 
there are those nonevents that are immediately charged with heavy symbolic 
meaning and that, at the moment of their occurrence, seem like anticipated com- 
memorations of themselves; contemporary history, by means of the media, has 
seen a proliferation of stillborn attempts to create such events. Thus, on one side, 
the election of Hugh Capet, an unremarkable incident but one to which ten cen- 
turies of posterity, ending on the scaffold, have given a weight it did not possess 
at the start; on the other side, the wagon of Rethondes, the handshake of Mon- 
toire, or the Liberation parade down the Champs-Elyskes. The founding event 
or the spectacular event, but in neither case the event itself: indeed, it is the exclu- 
sion of the event that defines the lieu de me'moire. Memory attaches itself to sites, 
whereas history attaches itself to events. 

Within the category, however, nothing prevents us from imagining every pos- 
sible distribution and necessary classification, from such natural, concretely expe- 
rienced lieux de me'moire as cemeteries, museums, and anniversaries; to the most 
intellectually elaborate ones-not only notions such as generation, lineage, local 
memory, but also those of the formal divisions of inherited property (partages), 
on which every perception of French space is founded, or of the "landscape as a 
painting" that comes to mind when one thinks of Corot or of Cezanne's Mont 
Sainte-Victoire. Should we stress the lieu de me'moire's material aspects, they would 
readily display themselves in a vast gradation. There are portable lieux, of which 
the people of memory, the Jews, have given a major example in the Tablets of the 
Law; there are the topographical ones, which owe everything to the specificity of 
their location and to being rooted in the ground-so, for example, the conjunc- 
tion of sites of tourism and centers of historical scholarship, the Bibliotheque 
nationale on the site of the Hate1 Mazarin, the Archives nationales in the HBtel 
Soubise. Then there are the monumental memory-sites, not to be confused with 
architectural sites alone. Statues or monuments to the dead, for instance, owe 
their meaning to their intrinsic existence; even though their location is far from 
arbitrary, one could justify relocating them without altering their meaning. Such 
is not the case with ensembles constructed over time, which draw their meaning 
from the complex relations between their elements: such are mirrors of a world 
or a period, like the cathedral of Chartres or the palace of Versailles. 

If, on the other hand, we were to stress the functional element, an array of 



lieux de me'moire would display themselves, ranging from those dedicated to pre- 
serving an incommunicable experience that would disappear along with those 
who shared it-such as the veterans' associations-to those whose purpose is 
pedagogical, as the manuals, dictionaries, testaments, and memoranda drafted 
by heads of families in the early modern period for the edification of their 
descendants. 

If, finally, we were most concerned with the symbolic element, we might 
oppose, for example, dominant and dominated lieux de me'moire. The first, spec- 
tacular and triumphant, imposing and, generally, imposed-either by a national 
authority or by an established interest, but always from above-characteristically 
have the coldness and solemnity of official ceremonies. One attends them rather 
than visits them. The second are places of refuge, sanctuaries of spontaneous 
devotion and silent pilgrimage, where one finds the living heart of memory. On 
the one hand, the Sacre-Coeur or the national obsequies of Paul Valery; on the 
other, the popular pilgrimage of Lourdes or the burial of Jean-Paul Sartre; here 
de Gaulle's funeral at Notre-Dame, there the cemetery of Colombey. 

These classifications could be refined ad infinitum. One could oppose public 
sites of memory and private ones; pure sites, exhaustive of their commemorative 
function-such as funeral eulogies, the battlefield of Douaumont or the Wall of 
the Federes-and those composite sites in which the commemorative element is 
only one amid many symbolic meanings, such as the national flag, festival itiner- 
aries, pilgrimages, and so on. The value of a first attempt at a typology would lie 
not in its rigor or comprehensiveness, not even in its evocative power, but in the 
fact that it is possible. For the very possibility of a history of lieux de me'moire dem-
onstrates the existence of an invisible thread linking apparently unconnected 
objects. It suggests that the comparison of the cemetery of Pere-Lachaise and the 
Statistique generale de la France is not the same as the surrealist encounter of the 
umbrella and the sewing machine. There is a differentiated network to which all 
of these separate identities belong, an unconscious organization of collective 
memory that it is our responsibility to bring to consciousness. The national history 
of France today traverses this network. 

One simple but decisive trait of lieux de me'moire sets them apart from every 
type of history to which we have become accustomed, ancient or modern. Every 
previous historical or scientific approach to memory, whether national or social, 
has concerned itself with realia, with things in themselves and in their immediate 
reality. Contrary to historical objects, however, lieux de me'moire have no referent 
in reality; or, rather, they are their own referent: pure, exclusively self-referential 
signs. This is not to say that they are without content, physical presence, or his- 
tory; it is to suggest that what makes them lieux de me'moire is precisely that by 
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which they escape from history. In this sense, the lieu de mimoire is double: a site 
of excess closed upon itself, concentrated in its own name, but also forever open 
to the full range of its possible significations. 

This is what makes the history of lieux de mimoire at once banal and extraor- 
dinary. Obvious topics, classic material, sources ready at hand, the least sophisti- 
cated methods: one would think we were returning to long outmoded historical 
methods. But such is not the case. Although these objects must be grasped in 
empirical detail, the issues at stake are ill suited to expression in the categories of 
traditional historiography. Reflecting on lieux de mimoire transforms historical 
criticism into critical history-and not only in its methods; it allows history a sec- 
ondary, purely transferential existence, even a kind of reawakening. Like war, the 
history of lieux de mimoire is an art of implementation, practiced in the fragile 
happiness derived from relating to rehabilitated objects and from the involve- 
ment of the historian in his or her subject. It is a history that, in the last analysis, 
rests upon what it mobilizes: an impalpable, barely expressible, self-imposed 
bond; what remains of our ineradicable, carnal attachment to these faded sym- 
bols; the reincarnation of history as it was practiced by Michelet, irresistibly put- 
ting to mind the recovery from lost love of which Proust spoke so well-that 
moment when the obsessive grasp of passion finally loosens but whose true sad- 
ness is no longer to suffer from what one has so long suffered, henceforth to 
understand only with the mind's reason, no longer with the unreason of the heart. 

This is a very literary reference. Should we regret it or, on the contrary, 
suggest its full justification? Once again, the answer derives from our present 
historical situation. In fact, memory has never known more than two forms of 
legitimacy: historical and literary. These have run parallel to each other but until 
now always separately. At present the boundary between the two is blurring; fol- 
lowing closely upon the successive deaths of memory-history and memory-fiction, 
a new kind of history has been born, which owes its prestige and legitimacy to the 
new relation it maintains to the past. History has become our replaceable imagi- 
nation-hence the last stand of faltering fiction in the renaissance of the historical 
novel, the vogue for personalized documents, the literary revitalization of histor- 
ical drama, the success of the oral historical tale. Our interest in these lieux de 
me'moire that anchor, condense, and express the exhausted capital of our collective 
memory derives from this new sensibility. History has become the deep reference 
of a period that has been wrenched from its depths, a realistic novel in a period 
in which there are no real novels. Memory has been promoted to the center of 
history: such is the spectacular bereavement of literature. 

-Translated by Marc Roudebush 
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During the early hours of 18 July 1936, General Francisco Franco declared a
state of war and his opposition to the Second Spanish Republic. In
undermining the Republican government's ability to keep order, the ensuing
coup d'état precipitated unprecedented open violence. Thus began the
Spanish Civil War.

In the first few months of 1936, Spanish society was highly fragmented.
There was uneasiness between factions and, as was happening all over
Europe with the possible exception of the United Kingdom, the rejection of
liberal democracy in favour of authoritarianism was rife. None of this need
have led to a civil war. The war began because a military uprising against
the Republic undermined the ability of the State and the Republican
government to maintain order. The division of the army and security forces
thwarted the victory of the military rebellion, as well as their main objective:
the rapid seizure of power. But by undermining the government’s ability to
keep order, this coup d’état transformed into the unprecedented open
violence employed by the groups that supported and those that opposed it.
It was July 1936 and thus began the Spanish Civil War.

The civil war came about because the military coup d’état failed to achieve
its basic objective at the outset, which was to seize power and overthrow the
republican regime, and because, unlike the events in other republics of the
time, there was comprehensive resistance, both military and civil, to counter
any attempt at imposing an authoritarian system. Had it not been for this
combination of coup d’état, division of the armed forces and resistance,
there would never have been a civil war.
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This coup d’état met resistance because the Spanish society of 1936 was
not the same as that of 1923, when the September uprising led by General
Miguel Primo de Rivera was favoured by the general abstention of the army,
the weakness of the government, the apathy of public opinion and above all,
the consent of King Alfonso XIII.

In 1936 there was a Republic in Spain, whose laws and measures had given
it the historical opportunity to solve insurmountable problems, but it had
also come across, and caused, major factors of instability, which successive
governments could not provide the proper resources to counteract. Against
such a widespread level of political and social mobilization as had been set
in motion by the Republican regime, the coup d’état could not end, as had
occurred so many times in Spain’s history, in a mere return to the old order,
based on traditional values. To overthrow the Republic, what was needed
was a new, violent, antidemocratic and antisocialist order, such as had
previously been established elsewhere in Europe, to end the crisis and repair
all the fissures that had been opened, or widened, by the Republican regime.

There is no simple answer as to why the climate of euphoria and hope in
1931, when the Second Republic was founded, transformed into the cruel, all-
destructive war of 1936-1939. The threat to social order and the subverting
of class relations were perceived with greater intensity in 1936 than in the
first few years of the Republic. The political stability of the regime was also
under greater threat. The language of class, with its talk of social divisions
and incitements to malign one’s opponents, had gradually permeated the
atmosphere in Spain. The Republic had tried to change too many things at
once: land, the Church, the army, education and labour relations. It raised
major expectations that could not be met, and it soon made many powerful
enemies.

In charge of the organization of the plot were various right-wing officers,
including some from the Unión Militar Española (UME), a semi-clandestine
anti-leftist organization consisting of several hundred officers. A group of
generals, including Francisco Franco, met on 8 March in Madrid, and decided
to mount “an uprising to re-establish order in the interior as well as Spain’s
international prestige”. General José Sanjurjo, who had led the first attempt
at military rebellion against the Republic in August 1922, and who was living
in Portugal after his pardon in April 1934, was appointed head of the
uprising, although the leading role was played by General Emilio Mola, who
coordinated the entire conspiracy.
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The assassination of José Calvo Sotelo, the rightwing monarchist leader who
defended an authoritarian and corporative State, committed at dawn on 13
July 1936 by members of the Republic’s police force, convinced the plotters
of the urgent need to intervene, and brought into the fold many of the
undecided, who were waiting for things to become clearer before agreeing
to participate in the coup and risk their salaries and lives. Among them was
General Franco, stationed in the Canary Islands, who took command of the
garrisons that rose up in Spanish Morocco on the evening of 17 July 1936. In
the early hours of 18 July, Franco declared a state of war and pronounced
himself in opposition to the government of the Republic. On 19 July he
arrived at Tetuán. Meanwhile, many other military garrisons in the Peninsula
joined the coup. Peace was over in the Republic.

There were several distinct conflicts during this war. Firstly, a military
conflict, initiated when the coup d’état buried political solutions and
replaced them with arms. It was also a class war, between differing
conceptions of social order, a war of religion, between Catholicism and
anticlericalism, a war revolving around the idea of patria and nation, and a
war of ideas, beliefs that were at that time at loggerheads on the
international stage. It was a war that was impossible to reduce to a conflict
between communism and fascism, or between fascism and democracy. In
short, the Spanish Civil War was a melting pot of universal battles between
bosses and workers, Church and State, obscurantism and modernization, set
in an international context that had been thrown out of balance by crises of
democracies and the onslaught of communism and fascism.

The Spanish Civil War has gone down in history, and in the memory that
remains of it, for the way it dehumanized its adversaries and for the horrific
violence that it generated. Symbolized by the mass killings, it served the two
sides in their struggle to eliminate their respective enemies, whether natural
or unforeseen. While carrying out this extermination, the rebels were also
given the inestimable blessing of the Catholic Church from the very
beginning. The clergy and sacred objects, however, were the prime target of
popular rage, of those who took part in defeating the military rebels and who
played leading roles in the “popular terror” that took place in the summer of
1936. Thus, Catholic religion and anticlericalism were passionately bound up
in the battle over basic themes related to the organization of society and the
State that was being unleashed in Spanish territory.
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Lawless, arbitrary shootings and massacres eliminated enemies, real or
presumed, on both sides. In the three months following the July 1936
uprising, the war was a struggle between armed militias, who lacked the
basic elements of a conventional army, and a military power that
concentrated all its resources in authority, discipline, the declaration of
martial law, and almost from the start was able to employ the services of the
well-trained troops of the Army of Africa.

The Battle of Madrid, in November of that year, saw the arrival of a new form
of waging war and transformed this group of militiamen into soldiers in a
new army. After the failure of various attempts to take Madrid between
November 1936 and March 1937, Franco changed his strategy and chose to
unleash a war of attrition, the gradual occupation of territory and total
destruction of the republican army. His material and offensive superiority led
him to the final victory two years later.

The military uprising of July 1936 forced the Republic, a democratic and
constitutional regime, to take part in a war it had not begun. What followed
this military coup was the outbreak of a social revolution that the Republican
State, in losing a large part of its strength and sovereignty, was also
powerless to prevent. This revolutionary process began suddenly and
violently, its objective being to destroy the positions of the privileged
classes, the Church, the army, the rich, but also the Republican authorities
who were trying to maintain legitimacy.

Until it was defeated, on 1 April 1939, the Republic went through three
different stages, each under a different prime minister. The first
government, led by the republican José Giral (1879-1962), was marked by its
resistance to the military uprising and the revolution. Since Giral did not
represent the new revolutionary and trade union powers that emerged in the
summer of 1936, he was forced to resign and hand over to the workers’ and
socialist leader Francisco Largo Caballero (1869-1946), who began, with the
collaboration of all the political and trade union forces, the reconstruction of
the State, created a regular army and took over control of the revolution.
After the serious events of May 1937, he handed over to Juan Negrín
(1892-1956), a socialist member of parliament and university professor who
resolved, as one of his main objectives, to change the democratic powers’
non-intervention policy. These three prime ministers died in exile: Giral in
Mexico and Largo Caballero and Negrín in Paris.
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Those who rose against the Republic did not have so much difficulty in
finding a single military and political leader. As of 1 October 1936, Francisco
Franco was “Head of Government of the Spanish State”. His military
colleagues who put him there thought that this post would be temporary,
that the war would soon be over with the conquest of Madrid and that then
would be the time to think of a political framework for the new State.
However, after various frustrated attempts to take the capital, Franco
changed his military strategy and what might have been a rapid seizure of
power became a long, drawn-out war. He was also convinced, particularly
after the arrival in Salamanca of his brother-in-law, Ramón Serrano Suñer,
who had managed to escape from the “red confinement” in Madrid in mid-
February 1937, that all the political forces needed to be united in a single
party.

“Head of Government of the Spanish State”, Caudillo, Generalísimo of the
Armed Forces, undisputed leader of the “Movement”, as the single party was
known, Franco confirmed his absolute dominance with the creation on 30
January 1938 of his first government, in which he carefully distributed the
various ministries among officers, monarchists, Falangists and Carlists. The
construction of this new State was accompanied by the physical elimination
of the opposition, the destruction of all the symbols and policies of the
Republic and the quest for an emphatic, unconditional victory with no
possibility of any mediation.

In this quest, Franco had the support and blessing of the Catholic Church.
Bishops, priests and the rest of the Church began to look on Franco as
someone sent by God to impose order in the “earthly city” and Franco ended
up believing that, indeed, he had a special relationship with divine
providence. Thus emerged Franco’s Church, which identified with him,
admired him as Caudillo, as someone sent by God to re-establish the
consubstantiality of traditional Spanish culture with the Catholic faith.

The international situation at the end of the 1930s was hardly conducive to
peace, and this played a decisive role in the duration, progress and final
result of the Spanish Civil War, a conflict that was clearly internal in its
origin. International support for both sides was vital for fighting and
continuing the war during the early months. As the war progressed, non-
interventionism, imbalances in the material resources of the two sides, the
participation of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy and, in most cases, the non-
involvement of the western democracies were, together with disunity in the
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republican camp and unity among the Francoists, decisive factors in tipping
the balance towards the final victory of the military rebels.

The Spanish Republic therefore had to wage war against an army favoured
by the international situation. Dictatorships under the rule of a single man
and a single party had substituted democracy in many countries and, except
in Russia, all these parties were on the Right. Six of the continent’s
democracies were invaded by the Nazis the year after the Civil War ended.
Spain, then, was no exception in a continent ruled by the authoritarian
Right. But this cannot excuse a wide sector of Spanish society, the political
and union leaders, soldiers and churchmen, who did nothing to develop a
civic culture of respect for the law, for electoral results, for freedom of
expression and association, and for civil rights.

Many Spaniards saw the war as a horror from the start; others felt they were
in the wrong zone and tried to escape. Some figures in the Republic did not
take sides, forming a “third Spain”. But millions of people were forced to
take sides, some getting their hands dirtier than others. Spain began the
1930s with a Republic and ended the decade under an authoritarian right-
wing dictatorship. Whatever we may say of the violence that preceded the
Civil War, it is clear that in Spanish history there is a before and after to the
coup d’état of July 1936.
Nationalists and Republicans had such different ideas of how to organize the
State and society, and were so committed to their aims, that settlement was
difficult. Franco’s victory was also a victory for Hitler and Mussolini, and the
Republic’s defeat a defeat for democracies. Following this, there was no
attempt at reconstruction in Spain, as had occurred in western Europe after
1945.

The war lasted almost a thousand days, leaving long-lasting scars on
Spanish society. The total number of dead, according to historians, was
nearly 600,000, of whom 100,000 were due to the repression unleashed by
the military rebels, and 55,000 due to the violence in the republican zone.
Half a million people were crowded in prisons and concentration camps.

The Spanish Civil War was followed by a long uncivil peace. The official end
of the war on 1 April 1939 did not end the violence. Thus began a new
period of mass executions, prison and torture for thousands of men and
women. Death was unleashed with total impunity, the same impunity that
had guided the massacres undertaken by the military rebels since July 1936.
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At least 50,000 people were executed in the decade following the end of the
war, to say nothing of the thousands of deaths caused by hunger and
disease in the various prisons. It was a purge that dismantled the culture
and social foundations of the Republic, the labour movement and
secularism.

From April 1939 onwards, Spain experienced the peace of Franco, the
consequences of the war and of those that caused it. Spain was left divided
between victors and vanquished. The churches were filled with plaques
commemorating those who had “fallen in the service of God and the
Fatherland”. On the other hand, thousands of Spaniards killed by the
violence initiated by the military rebels in July 1936 were never registered
nor even had an insignificant tombstone to remember them by; their
families are still searching for their remains today.

The reformist discourse of the Republic and all that this form of government
meant was swept up and scattered over the graves of thousands of citizens;
and the workers’ movement was systematically eliminated along with its
organizations and its culture, in a process that was more violent than that
suffered by other anti-Fascist movements in Europe. This was the “surgical
operation on the social body of Spain” so vehemently demanded by the
military rebels, the land-owning classes and the Catholic Church.

The climate of order, patria and religion overrode that of democracy, the
Republic and revolution. In short, in Franco’s long and cruel dictatorship lies
the exceptional nature of Spain’s twentieth-century history if it is compared
to that of other western capitalist countries. It was the only dictatorship,
apart from that of Antonio de Oliveira Salazar in Portugal, set up in interwar
Europe to survive World War II. With Hitler and Mussolini dead, Franco
continued for another thirty years. The darkest side of this European civil
war, this time of hate, that ended in 1945, was to live on in Spain for a long
time yet.

Five basic readings

Antony Beevor, The Battle for Spain: The Spanish Civil War 1936-1939,
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2006

Julián Casanova, A Short Histoy of the Spanish Civil War, I.B. Tauris, 2012
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Ronald Fraser, Blood of Spain: Experience of the Civil War, Viking, 1979

Helen Graham, The Spanish Civil War: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford
University Press, 2005

Paul Peston, The Spanish Civil War, Harper Perennial, 2006
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3
The Communists Come to Power

75

1
To stipulate that Soviet leaders deemed their hegemony over East Cen-
tral Europe vital and nonnegotiable does not, in and of itself, indicate
the precise forms and structures through which that hegemony was to
be exercised. Even to go one step further and note that their close
brushes with military catastrophe in 1941 and 1942 had left the Soviet
leaders (beginning with Stalin in his own time) obsessed with security
concerns and with a propensity toward military definitions of their sys-
tem’s security also does not ipso facto explain the style of the Soviet
Union’s imposition of its control over East Central Europe after World
War II. After all, geomilitary security could have been readily ensured
by means other than the imposition of Communist regimes and the at-
tempted Gleichschaltung (enforced coordination) of socioeconomic
arrangements throughout postwar East Central Europe to the model of
the Soviet Union itself. To account for the methods that Stalin and his
heirs selected to operationalize Soviet hegemony over the area requires
the introduction of ideological, systemic, contingent, and even idio-
syncratic explanatory variables, in addition to postulating “objective” se-
curity concerns.

Today we recognize that many of the Western academic analyses
of the 1950s and 1960s subscribed to exaggerated images of a rigid blue-
print that supposedly guided Moscow and the local East Central Eu-
ropean Communists in implementing the procedures and arrange-
ments that Stalin eventually selected to give effect to his perception of
Soviet hegemonial requirements. But while validly correcting those earlier
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errors, we should not throw out the baby with the bath water. For though
there probably never was a rigid, uniform Stalinist plan to be imposed
in cookie-cutter fashion on every state and society of East Central Eu-
rope without regard to diverse national histories, institutions, and com-
plexities, the general overall similarities in Soviet and local Commu-
nist behavior throughout the area in the first decade after World War
II strongly suggest a unified conceptual political framework—more flex-
ible at the beginning than toward the close of that decade, never en-
tirely absent yet also never absolutely rigid.

W. Averell Harriman, the nonacademic and reflective American
ambassador to the Soviet Union, suggested in April 1945 that Stalin
was then seeking a way to finesse three alternative policy options: (1)
extending the wartime alliance into continued cooperation with the
United States and the United Kingdom; (2) establishing a tight Soviet
security zone in East Central Europe, an area that had, after all, served
as the springboard for Hitler’s recent (and for many earlier) invasions
of Russia; and (3) penetrating Western European (and other) societies
and subverting their governments through the instrumentality of their
Communist parties.1 While it is clear in retrospect that these three op-
tions were incongruous and that the manner in which Stalin was soon
to implement the second of them would abort the other two, it may
well be that at the time, at war’s close, such incongruity did not appear
to be tantamount to utter incompatibility. The concept of “people’s
democracy,” which Stalin authorized for East Central Europe as an in-
termediate social and political order ostensibly alternative to Sovietiza-
tion and “proletarian dictatorship,” may initially have been intended
seriously, albeit experimentally, as a formula and an arrangement to
harness the three options together, to implement the Soviet Union’s
perceived security needs and political interests in East Central Europe
without sacrificing either the Big Three alliance or the potential attrac-
tiveness of Communism elsewhere. Unless we allow for such a latitu-
dinarian conceptual possibility, certain anomalies in several East Cen-
tral European states between 1945 and 1950 (as well as manifest Soviet
unpreparedness and improvisation toward many of their bilateral quar-
rels) are difficult to explain on the alternative premise of a predeter-
mined intention uniformly to communize the area. Yet given the kind
of person that Stalin was, the kind of operational system that Leninism-
Stalinism had become, and the vast disparity in power between the dom-
inant Soviet Union and the subordinate states of East Central Europe,
the Soviet self-restraints that would have been required to realize such
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a scenario of harnessing the three options together by rendering peo-
ple’s democracy into an authentic, viable alternative short of mono-
lithic Communist power were, alas, to be in short and precarious 
supply.

The logic of Stalin’s conceptual stance and political orientation
toward East Central Europe presumably entailed the following se-
quential considerations: (1) merely denying the area to Germany or
any other potential enemy of the Soviet Union would not suffice, for
it was too weak to resist future pressure from such an inimical power;
(2) hence its regimes must be positively supportive of the Soviet
Union, rather than merely uncommitted (let alone unfriendly); (3)
such a positive relationship with the Soviet Union could be reliably
ensured only through some structural transformations in the “bour-
geois” and “feudal” societies of the area, and not through the merely
“superstructural” policy promises of even the most benignly inclined
local bourgeois politicians (for example, Edvard Beneš); (4) the in-
stitutional form of these structural transformations would be people’s
democracy, a social form transitional between bourgeois democracy
(the West) and mature Socialism (the Soviet Union); (5) since the
people’s democracies of East Central Europe were thus by definition
placed in a less advanced historico-developmental niche than the So-
viet Union, their subordination to it could be justified on ideologi-
cal grounds and not merely by reference to raw power considerations;
(6) by the same token, since they were also stipulated to be more ad-
vanced than the bourgeois systems, any potential backsliding on their
part away from the Soviet Union and toward the West could be con-
veniently vetoed on ideological grounds as ostensibly retrogressive;
and (7) though defined a priori as morphologically less mature than
the Soviet Union, the people’s democracies were to function as sup-
pliers of capital to facilitate the recovery of the war-devastated Soviet
economy.2

To the extent that this rationale for the people’s democracies was
intended (among other purposes) to straddle and finesse the triadic
dilemma that Harriman had identified, it failed. Its implementation in
East Central Europe required methods that were so harsh and so trans-
parently dictated by Moscow as to arouse the alarm of the West, to dam-
age the appeals of Communism elsewhere, to provoke deep resentment
among the subject peoples, and eventually even to evoke “national
Communist” umbrage within the Communist cadres of the people’s
democracies themselves against the substance and style of Soviet 
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exploitation and domination. We now turn to comparing and con-
trasting this process in the several states of the area.

2
Social scientists tend—by and large, validly—to impute the causation
of specific political developments to general social and secular trends.
Thus they correctly note that wars often precipitate and accelerate pro-
found political changes in the belligerent states. In reference to Poland,
however, a note of caution is in order. While the military catastrophe
of September 1939 and the subsequent years of destructive occupation
and national resistance did open up Poland for deep political transfor-
mations away from its interwar system by lacerating its socioeconomic
structure and radicalizing public opinion, these wartime changes did
not point spontaneously, still less inevitably, toward a Communist so-
lution. To impose themselves on Polish society by seizing and consol-
idating political power required a tenacious struggle by the Polish Com-
munists and their Soviet patrons.

An inventory of Communist assets and liabilities in this struggle
would have to include some variables of ambivalent value. For exam-
ple, the Communists’ identification with Russia—a historical national
foe and now officially atheist to boot—was manifestly a drawback in
their efforts to win acceptance among the Poles. Yet this same Soviet
Russia was the only Great Power that categorically guaranteed Poland’s
valuable postwar territorial acquisitions from Germany (see Chapter 2,
section 2). Somewhat less ambivalent and relatively more a Commu-
nist asset was the wartime decimation of the prewar gentry class and of
the traditional intelligentsia, which drained the whole society’s capac-
ity for further civic resistance. Yet the net political benefit of these new
social gaps and political openings might more plausibly have accrued
to the peasant movement had Soviet power not backed the local Com-
munists. Even the sharp rise in membership in the Polish Workers party
(the Communists’ formal new name) immediately after the war—from
30,000 to 210,000 between January and December 1945 and then to
over 500,000 by January 19473—was rather ambivalent in its political
significance; many of the recruits were opportunists and careerists, while
many others joined out of a sense of foreclosed fate, a feeling that there
was no other alternative to rebuilding Poland. Both types lacked true
ideological conviction.
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A number of unambiguous liabilities weighed on the Polish Com-
munists in the immediate postwar years. Unlike their Czechoslovak,
Hungarian, Yugoslav, or Bulgarian counterparts, they lacked any lead-
ers of genuine popularity or vivid achievement. The leaders that they
did have were strangers to one another, some having spent the war years
under German occupation, others in Soviet exile. Their major politi-
cal competitors were free from the taint of collaboration with the Nazi
German occupiers and, indeed, had led the major national resistance
movement during the war, compared with which the Communists’ own
efforts had been rather puny.

But the Communists were buoyed by some clear assets that, over
the long haul, outbalanced the liabilities and the ambivalent variables.
Their Soviet sponsors were militarily and administratively present and
active, while their competitors’ British and American patrons were dis-
tant and inert; indeed, the real virtù of the Soviets and their local Com-
munist protégés lay not so much in the sheer presence of Soviet mili-
tary might as in their appreciation of the political leverage that it
conveyed. Through their control of the Ministry of Security, the Com-
munists effectively monopolized the state’s instruments of internal force
and violence. Through their control of the Ministry for the Regained
Territories, they monopolized an extensive patronage apparatus for the
distribution of the newly annexed lands, from which most of the Ger-
man population fled or was expelled, to their nascent clientèle. Their
control of the extremely rapid and supposedly “spontaneous” process
of distributing the lands and assets of large agricultural estates through-
out Poland among the peasantry served a similar purpose and helped
them to undermine the rival Peasant party, which, as a result of the de-
struction or neutralization of other potential loci of legal opposition,
emerged as the keystone to any possible political resistance to the Com-
munists.

Before turning to this pivotal confrontation between the Commu-
nist and Peasant parties, it is necessary to understand the demographic,
economic, and domestic political significance of the paired loss of
Poland’s eastern borderlands to the Soviet Union and gain of western
and northern territories from Germany. Allusions to the diplomatic con-
sequences of this westward movement of Poland in terms of its subse-
quent dependence on Soviet support against eventual German revan-
chism have already been made.

This pair of territorial shifts and their associated population trans-
fers (together with the wartime extermination of Polish Jews) transformed
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Poland from a multinational state, in which one-third of the interwar
population had consisted of ethnic and religious minorities, into a
nearly homogeneous Polish and Roman Catholic nation-state. They
also opened its almost landlocked interwar geophysical profile via a new
Baltic coastline of approximately 500 kilometers (310 miles) with sev-
eral good harbors. And they rendered the spatial configuration of the
state far more compact by sharply shortening its borders. Though the
area gained from Germany (102,985 square kilometers or 39,752 square
miles) was substantially smaller than the area lost to the Soviet Union
(180,000 square kilometers or 69,480 square miles), it was economi-
cally far more valuable, containing the Silesian industrial and mining
complex and, on balance, better farmland. Thus the overall bottom line
of these territorial and demographic transfers was so manifestly favor-
able that considerations of sheer patriotism and raison d’état linked the
Polish nation to the regime that presided over them, resented though
that regime was on many other grounds and regretted though its con-
sequent security dependence on the Soviet Union may have been.

The postwar government consisted of a Soviet-sponsored trunk onto
which a few “London” Poles had been grafted at British and American
insistence at the close of the war (Chapter 2, section 2). The trunk was
composed of a Communist core to which were attached Socialist and
Peasant party splinters as well as some insignificant minor parties and
a nominally nonpartisan but pro-Communist defense minister. The So-
cialist and Peasant splinters who affiliated themselves with the Com-
munists did so without the apocalyptic enthusiasm that characterized
their Czechoslovak analogues (see section 3), but with of a sense of in-
eluctable fate. Hence their attitude toward their Communist partners
was occasionally skittish, though never openly disloyal. The returning
“London” Poles were led by a former prime minister of the wartime
government-in-exile, the authentic Peasant party leader Stanisl/aw
Mikol/ajczyk.

Apparently hoping that Poland’s foreign-policy alignment with the
Soviet Union would not necessarily require its internal political or 
socio-economic transformation based on the Soviet model, Mikol/ajczyk
decided on a vigorous test of strength with the Communists. His hope
was rendered superficially plausible by the contemporary example of
Finland; but he overlooked the fact that Finland was then only pe-
ripheral to Soviet perspectives and expectations, whereas Poland, alas,
was central. Mikol/ajczyk’s political mettle was also stoked by his aware-
ness that its genuine popularity with the peasant masses, as well as its
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status as the only secular political force authentically independent of
the Communists, rendered his Polish Peasant party the natural magnet
for all Poles ready to assert their opposition to Communist control of
their country. And, indeed, these hopes and expectations were given a
brief fillip; by January 1946, six months after Mikoĺajczyk’s return to
Poland, his party’s membership had swelled to 600,000—outstripping
that of the Polish Workers party, which, indeed, had suffered an ab-
solute dip in membership during an interval in mid-1945.4 The Com-
munists and their associates were sufficiently chastened to postpone re-
peatedly the early and free elections to which they had supposedly
committed themselves before and during the Potsdam Conference as
a condition for obtaining British and American endorsement as Poland’s
government.

Such statistics and such popularity had, however, little true politi-
cal significance. Though the Communists formally headed only six of
the twenty-one ministries, they controlled most of the others through
their deputy ministers or their splinter-allies. And through their direc-
tion of the security and police agencies as well as supposedly sponta-
neous worker “actions” and riots, they generated an atmosphere of in-
tense intimidation, forcing the Peasant party, its activists, and its
members to hover precariously between legality and illegality, ever vul-
nerable to the criminal code and even to sheer terrorization. Thus
Mikoĺajczyk’s intended test of strength was soon beaten into a rear-guard
action, which he conducted with more courage than skill.

This ominous tension within the government between its Com-
munist-dominated trunk and its Peasant branch was snapped as the re-
sult of a Socialist overture. On the one hand, acquiescent to the re-
luctance of their Communist allies to risk early and free elections and,
on the other hand, concerned that the government obtain some sort of
public ratification (so far, it was only the creature of Big Three fiats),
the Socialists proposed a referendum in lieu of elections in which the
voters would be asked to endorse the abolition of the interwar Senate,
the current distribution of agricultural land to the peasants and the na-
tionalization of heavy industry, and the new Baltic and Oder-Neisse
frontiers—that is, the northern and western territorial acquisitions. The
Communists endorsed this clever Socialist proposal, and the referen-
dum was scheduled for June 30, 1946.

With the electoral route blocked by his nominal government 
partners-cum-political enemies, Mikoĺajczyk seized on the referendum
as a device to demonstrate his popularity, his independence, and his

The Communists Come to Power 81

1822_e03_p74-123  9/20/99  11:38 AM  Page 81



leverage. Though the Peasant party had traditionally opposed parlia-
mentary upper chambers—including the interwar Senate—as elitist di-
lutions of democracy, he now reversed this principled stance and asked
his supporters to vote against the first of the three propositions, while
joining the other ministers in calling for ratification of the other two.
This questionable decision prompted a small but significant secession
from his party. Also of dubious tactical wisdom was an Anglo-American
decision to try to strengthen Mikol/ajczyk’s hand by suspending credits
to Poland during the referendum campaign, ostensibly as a protest
against the repeated postponements of the pledged free elections.

It took ten days for the government to publish the official referen-
dum results. It claimed positive endorsement of the three propositions
by the following percentages: abolition of the Senate, 68; land distri-
bution and industrial nationalization, 77.2; new frontiers, 91.6. But
there exists persuasive evidence that these alleged results are spurious
and that, despite blatant chicanery, provocation, and intimidation, a
large majority of voters had actually rejected the first proposition—not
from any sentimental attachment to the Senate but as a gesture of
protest. The other two propositions were, of course, uncontested. Na-
tionalization of industry was a relatively uncontroversial issue in the
Polish tradition; in the 1930s, state capitalism had been more exten-
sively developed in Poland than in any other European country except
the Soviet Union and, possibly, Sweden. And the third proposition ap-
pealed automatically to reflexive patriotism.

Their management of the referendum campaign and its formal re-
sults left the Communists and their allies confident that they could now
either win or successfully rig parliamentary elections, which were ac-
cordingly and at long last scheduled for January 19, 1947. The Peasant
party ran against a coalition terming itself the Democratic Bloc and
composed of the Communists, the Socialists, and two smaller parties.
The Peasant group that had broken with Mikol/ajczyk six months ear-
lier over the Senate issue in the referendum put up a nominally inde-
pendent slate, but in effect supported the Democratic Bloc, as did yet
another minor party. The campaign was characterized by escalating ter-
ror. In ten out of the country’s fifty-two electoral districts, which con-
tained about one-quarter of the population and where the Peasant party
was traditionally strong, its candidate lists were disqualified. Almost 
1 million other voters were disfranchised on the allegation of wartime
collaboration with the Nazi German occupiers. Many Peasant party
candidates, functionaries, and poll watchers were arrested and/or
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beaten. “Voluntary” open voting and fraudulent ballot counting were
widespread. British and American protests were ignored.

The official electoral results were predictable. The Democratic Bloc
was declared to have won 80.1 percent of the votes; its two nominally
independent minor supporters, 3.5 and 4.7 percent; Mikol/ajczyk’s Peas-
ant party, 10.3 percent; with 1.4 percent of the vote scattered. The Peas-
ant party’s claim, based on an early sampling of untampered ballot boxes
in 1,300 out of 5,200 constituencies, to have received 60 to 68 percent
of the votes was to no avail. It was now relegated to a mere 27 out of
444 seats in the constituent parliament, with the Democratic Bloc al-
locating 394 to itself, 7 and 12 to its pair of nominally independent sup-
porters, and scattering the remaining 4. Mikol/ajczyk and his party were
excluded from the government and ominously tarred with the brush of
maintaining contact with the illegal resistance groups that still held out
in the forests (see Chapter 2, section 2). Fearing arrest and worse, he
fled to the West with the assistance of the American ambassador to
Poland on October 21, 1947, to be followed shortly by several col-
leagues.

In retrospect, it is difficult to decide whether Stalin and the Polish
Communists never intended to allow free elections in Poland—their
promises before and during the Potsdam Conference having been but
dust in the eyes of the British and Americans—or whether the disap-
pointing Communist performance in the relatively free Hungarian par-
liamentary elections of November 1945 (see section 4) prompted a de-
cision to renege on what may have been initially sincere assurances
about Poland. I lean toward the first hypothesis.

With the elimination of the Peasant party as a meaningful politi-
cal force, the Socialists became a magnet for those Poles wishing to
register legal opposition to the Communists. After all, during the in-
terwar decades, the Socialists had been a major party of impeccable
Polish patriotic credentials, while the Communists had been a small,
illegal coterie generally suspected of being a stalking-horse for Soviet
Russia’s predatory intentions toward Poland. And immediately after
Poland’s liberation, many Socialists returning from the West, from con-
centration camps, and from German prison and labor camps had
sought to reassert their party’s distinctive identity in relation to, albeit
not its former hostility toward, its current Communist allies. Indeed,
in the summer of 1946, the Socialist leader Edward Osóbka-Morawski
even publicly denied the Communists’ claim to being the governing
coalition’s leading party and demanded more cabinet representation for
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his own. And until early 1947, the Socialists had far more members
than the Communists (800,000, compared with over 500,000) and
stronger trade-union support. Thus what had begun as a dependent
splinter had achieved some real popular substance. But all this availed
little against the Communists’ raw power to set the rules of the postwar
political game. They obliged the Socialists first to purge themselves of
150,000 excessively independent members during the first half of 1947,
then to yield up 200 recalcitrant middle-level leaders for arrest on the
charge of affiliation with the illegal resistance in May and June 1947,
then to join in declining America’s invitation to Poland to participate
in the Marshall Plan aid program to rehabilitate Europe in July 1947,
then to withdraw from the Socialist International in March 1948 (after
the previous month’s Communist coup in Czechoslovakia; see section
3), then to purge themselves again and repudiate their prewar leaders
in September 1948, and finally to dissolve their party and merge it with
the Communists to form the Polish United Workers party (PZPR) in
December 1948. By this date, the Socialists’ membership had been
truncated to half the Communists’ (450,000, compared with 900,000).

In insisting on this coerced organizational merger, the Communists
impatiently rejected some interesting final Socialist pleas that even in
a people’s democracy two working-class parties are desirable to have
“reciprocal control” and “to guarantee freedom.” Of the eleven mem-
bers of the merged PZPR’s new Politburo, eight were Communists and
three former Socialists, while of the restructured cabinet’s seventy-four
ministers and vice ministers, fifty-three were Communists.

One might reasonably ask why the Socialists had been so blind to
the handwriting on the wall as to cooperate unflinchingly in the Com-
munists’ destruction of the Peasant party during the first two postwar
years, thus leaving themselves morally and politically naked when the
Communists eventually turned on them. The answers are multiple,
though not necessarily convincing. Many Socialist leaders appear to
have persuaded themselves that the choice in the June 1946 referen-
dum and the January 1947 elections was between “reaction” and “working-
class solidarity.” This belief was rendered ostensibly plausible by the
fact that Mikol/ajczyk’s transformation of his party into a catch-all basin
had indeed opened it to some reactionary elements. Also, historically
no love had ever been lost between the Socialist and the Peasant move-
ments. And the Socialists may have sincerely feared that protecting or
even stabilizing Mikol/ajczyk might provoke direct Soviet intervention.
Furthermore, the most experienced and astute of the interwar Social-
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ist leaders either had not survived the war or had remained in the West.
Finally, and conclusively, the postwar Socialist party apparatus was in-
filtrated and cowed by the Communists.

Ironically, just as the coerced merger of the Socialist with the Com-
munist party approached its culmination, the latter was passing through
a severe inner crisis, one that was heavily predicated on the alienation
between those of its leaders who had survived the war years under Ger-
man occupation in Poland and those who had spent them in the So-
viet Union. Superimposed on this fault line were the profound stresses
inflicted on all the Communist parties of East Central Europe by the
rift between Tito and Stalin in 1948. At the risk of some oversimplifi-
cation (but not of falsification), one might hazard the following gener-
alization: the wartime “local undergrounders” were concerned to pur-
sue a distinctive national (in this case, Polish) road to so-called
Socialism, whereas the “Muscovites” insisted on the closest possible im-
itation of their Soviet model and the most slavish deference to Soviet
signals. This deep crisis, which wracked the entire Communist move-
ment throughout East Central Europe, will be closely analyzed in
Chapter 4; suffice it to note here that in Poland, as in most of the area’s
other countries, the “Muscovites” initially won but, unlike their ana-
logues in the area’s other parties, did not execute their defeated “local”
rivals or humiliate them at show trials. Perhaps the fact that all Poles,
including the Communists and especially those Communists who had
sought Soviet asylum during the interwar and war years, had suffered
so much at Stalin’s hands accounts for the relative leniency of his Pol-
ish “Muscovite” satraps in the late 1940s. They were not willing to risk
reopening the trap door to renewed intraparty bloodshed, lest some day
they be pushed through it.

Until after the Peasant and Socialist parties were eliminated as au-
tonomous political forces, the Communists behaved quite gingerly to-
ward the Roman Catholic church. Indeed, the government and the
church had worked in parallel to give a Polish character to the newly
acquired ex-German lands, and the Communist chief of state, Bolesl/aw
Bierut, used to attend ecclesiastical ceremonies on special occasions in
his official capacity. Though the regime—but not only the regime—
regarded Pope Pius XII as having favored the Germans during the war
and therefore denounced the Concordat of 1925 on September 16,
1945, it postponed a struggle with the Polish episcopacy until after such
struggles had erupted in Czechoslovakia and Hungary. Even after the
pope threw down the gauntlet by excommunicating Communists in
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general (not specifically mentioning Poland) on July 13, 1949, the Pol-
ish regime responded cautiously, albeit palpably. In September 1949,
it nationalized the church’s network of hospitals; in January 1950, it
took the big church welfare organization Caritas under state control;
and in March of that year, it confiscated church-owned landed estates,
which had been untouched by the postwar land reform. The new Pol-
ish primate, Archbishop Stefan Wyszyński, thereupon bid for a truce,
which was quickly arranged. On April 14, 1950, he and the govern-
ment signed an agreement in which the church publicly repudiated
the surviving underground resistance (when the Vatican was still rec-
ognizing the vestigial government-in-exile in London) and endorsed the
regime’s lively peace propaganda, while the state reciprocally autho-
rized that religion continue to be taught in its schools and chaplains
continue to function in the armed forces, jails, hospitals, and so on.

Pope Pius XII’s refusal to regularize canonically the Polish church’s
administration in the former German lands, and his insistence on ap-
pointing only provisional Polish apostolic administrators rather than or-
dinary bishops there pending a general European peace conference to
formally ratify the new borders, embarrassed Wyszyński and gave the
Communist government an alibi to renew its pressure on the church.5
It charged that the refusal of most priests to sign the Soviet-sponsored
Stockholm Peace Appeal of June 1950 was a reneging by the church
on the agreement signed in April. During 1953, it decreed that all ap-
pointments to ecclesiastical office required its approval, subjected a
bishop and several priests to shaming show trials on charges of espi-
onage and economic sabotage, quietly imprisoned many other clergy,
and interned Wyszyński (who had been designated a cardinal on Jan-
uary 12) in a monastery, where he languished until the dramatic events
of 1956. But it never put him on trial (in contrast to the Hungarian and
Yugoslav governments’ respective handling of József Cardinal Mind-
szenty and Archbishop Alojzije Stepinac) and utterly failed to dent, let
alone break, Wyszyński’s and the church’s moral authority with the over-
whelmingly Catholic Polish public. The regime’s campaign to under-
mine him and his episcopal hierarchy through a movement of so-called
patriotic priests was a derisive failure. On balance, the Polish Catholic
church more than recouped its postwar material losses through its flock’s
renewed fervor. It even gained followers in addition to the traditionally
faithful peasantry as other social groups that had been indifferent or
even anticlerical gave it their allegiance as a mark of political and spir-
itual protest against Stalinist trends. Even Communist party members
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would regularly, if surreptitiously, participate in the church’s liturgy and
sacraments. It thus became the only national institution that managed
to checkmate its attempted subordination by the Communist regime
and to retain a strong autonomous role in public life.

The armed forces were yet another structured institution to be sub-
jected to severe pressure and purges in the course of the Communist
takeover. But in this case the initiative appears to have been directly
Soviet and was so heavy-handed as to embarrass Poland’s own Com-
munists. It will be recalled that the bulk of the old Polish officer cadre
that survived the September 1939 catastrophe remained loyal to the
government-in-exile in London and continued to fight the Germans on
various western fronts and in the underground Home Army. After 1943,
the Soviet Union’s Polish Communist protégés were thus obliged to
sculpt a Polish army from the Kościuszko Division, various Commu-
nist partisan bands, and some coerced or voluntary recruits from the
prewar cadres (see Chapter 2, section 2). At the end of the war, many
of the Soviet officers who had been seconded to this Soviet-sponsored
Polish army between 1943 and 1945 were recalled into the Soviet army
and replaced by Communist-screened, and hence presumably reliable,
Polish officers.

But with the formation of NATO on April 4, 1949, and of the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany (West Germany) on September 7, 1949,
Moscow apparently decided that even this Communist-controlled and
Communist-commissared Polish army was insufficiently reliable. On
November 6 of that year, Marshal Konstanin K. Rokossovsky—one of
the most talented wartime commanders of the Soviet army and a man
of partly Polish genealogy—was suddenly imposed on Poland as de-
fense minister and commander in chief of the armed forces, followed
soon by many other Soviet officers. On May 10, 1950, Rokossovsky even
became a member of the Politburo of the PZPR, which suggests the
extent to which his responsibilities included political supervision as well
as military professionalization in Poland. He replaced the armed forces’
few prewar holdovers with Soviet officers and subjected several of the
former to demeaning show trials, expanded the army and modernized its
equipment, imposed universal conscription, and developed new mech-
anisms (for example, the Feliks Dzierżyński Academy) to ensure the re-
liable political indoctrination of the armed forces. Quite apart from these
activities and policies, Rokossovsky was already anathema to the Poles as
the wartime commander of the Soviet Army Group that had stood by
passively as the Wehrmacht suppressed the Warsaw insurrection in the
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summer of 1944. Though he had obviously been following orders dur-
ing that tragedy and though he now delicately retained traditional Pol-
ish uniform cuts, anthems, and other such symbols, Rokossovsky’s very
presence, let alone his current role, in Poland in the 1950s was uni-
versally resented. It reflected obtuse Russian insensitivity to Polish—
even Polish Communist—national sensibilities and, superimposed as
it was on the “Muscovites’ ” purge of the “local undergrounders” within
the Communist party, indicated Stalin’s definitive rejection of distinc-
tive national roads to Socialism.

3
Both the differences and the similarities between Poland and Czecho-
slovakia in the matter of the Communist assumption of power are sig-
nificant. In Czech and Slovak, unlike Polish, collective memories, Rus-
sia was perceived as a historical friend, and the Soviet Union was not
regarded as an accessory to Nazi Germany’s destruction of the interwar
state and occupation of the country. At war’s end, the Czechoslovak
government-in-exile, unlike the Polish one, was able to return to its cap-
ital from London, albeit via Moscow and with heavy Communist rep-
resentation. Furthermore, just as the interwar Czechoslovak Commu-
nist party had been a major, legal, respectable, and indigenous one that
consistently drew over 10 percent of the popular vote in free parlia-
mentary elections, whereas its Polish counterpart had been small, in-
termittently outlawed, and widely viewed as a subversive agent for an
external predator, so the postwar public response to Communist pre-
eminence in the government was quite different in Czechoslovakia,
where this new pattern was widely deemed to be legitimate even if re-
grettable, than it was in Poland. Also, while postwar Poland was con-
stitutionally a centralized state, the political energies released by
wartime Slovak independence and especially by the impressive Slovak
uprising in the autumn of 1944 (see Chapter 2, section 3) exacted a
semifederalist restructuring of the Czechoslovak state, with a certain
degree of autonomy for Slovakia. This situation proved to be a tactical
asset to the Communists in their competition with other political par-
ties, though an unanticipated liability to their own internal cohesion.
Finally, whereas in postwar Poland’s early years, the Socialists enjoyed
significant support in the trade-union movement, the Czechoslovak
unions were always under Communist direction.
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One politically consequential similarity between the two coun-
tries was that both had been liberated from the German occupation
by the Soviet army (except, ephemerally, a narrow strip of western
Czechoslovakia where the Americans appeared before the Soviets in
April 1945). And their own armed forces were directed by defense
ministers who, though nominally nonpartisan, were in the pockets
of the Communists. Similarly, the internal-security (police) appara-
tus in both states was tightly monopolized by the Communists. Al-
though Czechoslovakia did not gain new territory from Germany, as
did Poland, it acquired much German property, thanks to the ex-
pulsion after the war of about 3 million ethnic Germans. And as in
Poland, the Communists took care to control the extensive patron-
age apparatus accruing from the distribution of the expellees’ farms
and property to Czech and Slovak beneficiaries, and to depict the
Soviet Union as henceforth the only reliable Great Power guarantor
of these gains against eventual German revanchism. Finally, in both
Poland and Czechoslovakia, the catastrophic events of 1938 and 1939
and then the experience of wartime occupation had sullied the pres-
tige of the interwar parties and systems and the authority of their sur-
viving leaders. Although this change in the moral climate of public
life did not automatically give political strength to the Communists,
it did erode the stamina and the self-confidence of their domestic
competitors.

The government with which President Edvard Beneš returned to
Prague in May 1945 had been sculpted in Moscow two months earlier.
Its premier was Beneš’s wartime ambassador to the Soviet Union,
Zdenek Fierlinger, whose party affiliation was Social Democratic but
who soon revealed himself to be a reflexive enthusiast for zombie-like
coordination with the Communists and the Soviet Union. His party
had two additional ministerial assignments. The non-Marxist National
Socialists (who bore no ideological relation to their German namesake
and were simply a progressive, bourgeois, anticlerical reform party) and
the Czech Populists (Catholic) each had three; the Communists, four.
The defense and foreign affairs portfolios were assigned to nonparty pro-
fessionals, with a Communist being designated deputy minister of for-
eign affairs so that he could monitor his chief, and the defense minis-
ter being a general with warm “brotherhood-of-arms” feelings toward
the Soviet armed forces, at whose side he had fought in the war. The
semiautonomous regional subgovernment of Slovakia was shared between
the Slovak Communists (who had absorbed the local Social Democrats
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in 1944) and the Slovak Democrats (an amalgam of all the other non-
Communist members of the Slovak National Council, which had au-
thorized the uprising of 1944). These five governmental parties—with
the Communists appearing in their dual guises of “Czechoslovak” and
“Slovak”—constituted themselves as the National Front, proscribed
all other interwar and wartime parties as having compromised them-
selves by treason and collaboration, and permitted no institutional-
ized opposition.6 Though the four non-Communist parties had con-
ceded much and the relative Communist weight in the government
was to prove heavier than the numerical distribution of portfolios sug-
gested, the National Front of 1945 was still a government of agreed
compromise rather than a veiled seizure of power, as was its Polish
counterpart.

The initial moderation of the Communists in the distribution of
portfolios was matched by a moderation in policy matters. Their calls
for alignment with the Soviet Union were not out of line with those of
their coalition partners and were, after all, anticipated by Beneš’s own
treaty with Stalin in December 1943 (see Chapter 2, section 3). In do-
mestic policy, they demanded no radical socioeconomic transforma-
tions beyond the collective commitment of all the National Front par-
ties to the nationalization of banks, heavy industry, and large factories
and to the distribution of large landed estates to peasants; they expressed
respect for private property and Christian values (even tolerating
parochial schools) and were quite sparing in their recourse to Marxist-
Leninist rhetoric. Nor did they initially abuse their control of the po-
lice apparatus and of other instruments of intimidation in anything like
the manner of their comrades in other people’s democracies. Thus the
Czechoslovak Communists nourished a widespread impression, shared
by Beneš, that they were different from other Communists, patriots first
and foremost, evolutionary reformers, and reliable partners in the na-
tional coalition government. Accordingly, all the parties of the coali-
tion set about recruiting mass memberships and developing their or-
ganizations. Soon 40 percent of adult Czechoslovaks were members of
political parties. Such a high degree of politicization not only was prob-
ably unhealthy in a general sense, but also advantaged the Commu-
nists specifically—not so much because their membership was the
largest of the five parties, but because it was the most tightly organized
and firmly disciplined, and hence most capable of infiltrating and even-
tually manipulating the extrapartisan institutions and mass organizations
of public and collective life, such as trade unions, “peasants’ commis-
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sions,” professional bodies, grass-roots “action committees,” and local
governments.

Nevertheless, for more than two years after the end of World War
II, the Czechoslovak Communists refrained from any extravagant flex-
ing of their political muscles. As long as the French and Italian Com-
munist parties were still participating in their respective governments,
and while Czechoslovakia was being widely viewed in the West as a
test case of the possibility of preserving the wartime Big Three alliance
into the postwar era, it made sense for Stalin to try to sustain the via-
bility of the first and third options of Harriman’s suggestive triad (see
section 1). And his disciples in Prague were powerfully tempted to reach
for the enormous prestige that would accrue to them should they
achieve a legal, electoral, peaceful conquest of power in their relatively
advanced industrialized country.

From this last perspective, the results of the first (and last) free par-
liamentary elections of the postwar era, on May 26, 1946, were am-
biguous.7 The Communists (Czech and Slovak combined) won 38 per-
cent of the votes throughout the country; the Social Democrats, 13
percent; the National Socialists, 18 percent; the Czech Populists, 16
percent; and the Slovak Democrats, 14 percent. Within semiau-
tonomous Slovakia, the Slovak Democrats won 62 percent; the Com-
munists, 30 percent; and two new minor parties received 4 and 3 per-
cent each. The Communists’ performance (40 percent in the Czech
lands, 30 percent in Slovakia, and 38 percent in the state as a whole)
was impressive, though it seems to have fallen short of their expecta-
tions. Their Social Democratic allies were the biggest losers and had
to yield the premiership to the Communist Klement Gottwald. Yet as
the holder of the balance between the Communists and the non-
Marxist parties within the National Front, the Social Democrats be-
came its most courted, solicited, and cajoled member party.

The Communists quickly demonstrated their resiliency, skill, and
tenacity. Deeming unacceptable the prospect of losing political control
of the Slovak administrative apparatus to the Slovak Democrats, they
coaxed the other Czech parties into joining them in passing legislation
a month after the elections that sharply limited the autonomy of Slo-
vakia, reducing it to little more than a regional administrative unit of
the Prague-centered government. Though it achieved its immediate in-
tentions and was enacted legally and peacefully, this measure reim-
posed a chronic strain on Czech–Slovak relations that was later to yield
a bitter harvest in the “spring year” of 1968. Compounding this source
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of bitterness was the treason trial during the winter of 1946/47 and the
hanging on April 18, 1947, of Monsignor Jozef Tiso, the president of
the Axis puppet state of Slovakia. Though they had co-led the 1944 up-
rising against Tiso, the Slovak Democrats now vainly recommended
commutation of his death sentence to life imprisonment, for they grudg-
ingly appreciated that the six years of formal Slovak independence over
which he had presided during the war had been symbolically gratify-
ing to the Slovak nation. They were seconded in this clemency rec-
ommendation only by the Czech Populists, who balked at hanging a
priest, but were overruled by the other Czech parties.

Apart from these tensions between Czechs and Slovaks, the year fol-
lowing the elections of May 1946 was relatively harmonious and con-
structive. The harvest was good; industrial production leaped; and for-
eign trade soared, albeit mainly with Czechoslovakia’s traditional
Western trading partners and scarcely at all with the Soviet Union. The
Communists maintained their posture of moderation, and the other
parties, which had feared that the Communists might indeed achieve
an electoral majority, were relieved and took heart. The National So-
cialists and the Czech Populists enrolled many new members.

Alas, a combination of foreign and domestic developments brutally
crushed this rosy scenario from mid-1947 onward. In May, the French
and Italian Communist parties were dropped from their respective na-
tional coalition governments; in June, the United States initiated the
Marshall Plan for European recovery, and in early July, Stalin insisted
that the Czechoslovak government reverse its initially unanimous de-
cision (that is, including the Communists) to participate in it; in Sep-
tember, the Czechoslovak Communists were berated for their relative
moderation—their failure to “resolve the question of power”—by the
Soviet delegates to the founding session of the Cominform, a session
at which the formerly acceptable doctrine of separate national paths to
Socialism was condemned and the people’s democracies were ordered
to coordinate their systems and their policies with those of the Soviet
model. Domestically, a severe drought blighted the 1947 harvest, lead-
ing to food shortages, a black market, blatantly unjust food distribution,
and much anger at the Communists, who headed the most relevant
ministries of Agriculture, Internal Trade, Social Welfare, and Finance.

The Communists sought to divert this public resentment by radi-
calizing the situation with such demagogic proposals as a “millionaires’
tax,” another round of land distribution, more nationalization of en-
terprises, and forced bank mergers—only to be surprisingly blocked by
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their coalition partners in the cabinet and the parliament. In Novem-
ber 1947 came an even more unsettling pair of developments as the
Communists’ hitherto automatic Social Democratic echoers replaced
Fierlinger, their fellow-traveling chairman (and former premier), with
the reputedly less compliant Bohumil Laušman, and as the Commu-
nists’ attempt to seize total control of the Slovak subcabinet through an
administrative coup was at least parried, though not roundly defeated.

But with Moscow’s recent scoldings for alleged softness still ringing
in their ears, the Czechoslovak Communists could not afford to yield
or retreat, even had they been so inclined (which was not the case).
They redoubled their efforts to augment their own power by intimi-
dating and paralyzing the other parties, whose leaders’ blunders played
into their hands.

Aware that several public-opinion polls projected a sharp decline in
its prospective electoral fortunes and unwilling to accept such a hu-
miliation, the Communist party launched a strident campaign that the
next parliamentary elections, scheduled for May 1948, be based on a
single-ticket list, to be composed in advance by the member parties of
the National Front and then ratified by the electorate by plebiscite. The
Communist minister of the interior also aborted the investigation of a
mysterious provocation entailing the mailing of parcels containing
bombs to several non-Communist ministers, and proceeded to purge
the police apparatus of its few remaining non-Communist officials. In
mid-February 1948, the majority of the non-Communist cabinet min-
isters, including the Social Democrats, instructed the minister of the
interior to reverse this purge. On February 20, after he (backed by his
party) deliberately ignored this cabinet resolution, the ministers repre-
senting the National Socialist, Czech Populist, and Slovak Democratic
parties resigned, hoping (but failing to ensure in advance) that they
would be joined by the Social Democrats (which would have entailed
the fall of the cabinet) or, failing this, that President Beneš would func-
tion as their safety net by refusing to accept their resignations. But they
had made no serious plans for complementary or follow-up measures
of their own beyond this rather weak act of resignation, with which they
precipitated a crisis that immediately overwhelmed them.8

Alas for those who resigned, they had miscalculated on virtually all
counts—arithmetic, psychological, and political. They numbered only
twelve in a cabinet of twenty-six, thus leaving the Gottwald government
legally still in office. The Social Democrats retreated from their recent
shows of independence and succumbed to Communist pressure and
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bribes to remain in their ministerial chairs. And the Communists, de-
termined not to permit a replay of the French and Italian scenarios of
May 1947, efficiently mobilized the mass organizations that they had
earlier penetrated (and improvised new ones, such as “people’s mili-
tias”) to take over the streets, media, workplaces, public buildings, and
utilities, and thus to generate a really prerevolutionary atmosphere. In
the face of this pressure (reinforced by the nominally nonpartisan de-
fense minister), President Beneš, who was constitutionally required to
be politically neutral and on whom the resigning ministers had imposed
an unreasonable burden by expecting him to spare them the conse-
quences of their political amateurishness through a legal formality, ac-
cepted the twelve resignations on February 25, 1948.9 The Commu-
nist premier easily replaced them with tame (and probably suborned)
members of their own parties. “The question of power” in Czechoslo-
vakia was thus resolved—not quite in the manner that the Communists
had planned, but as the result of their deft exploitation of a simmering
crisis that their enemies had brought to a boil.

A trio of interpretive addenda to this narrative is in order. It will be
recalled that the Communists had craved a legal, electoral, peaceful
conquest of power in this industrially most advanced of the people’s
democracies. The way in which it occurred in February 1948 was for-
mally quite legal but not electoral; and although the takeover had in-
deed been bloodless and free from overt violence, the latent threat of
force by the Communist-controlled police, army, and “people’s mili-
tias” was surely decisive. Thus the Communist seizure of power in
Czechoslovakia was both constitutional and revolutionary. This brings
us to the second point. Many analyses of these events have stressed the
presence of Valerian A. Zorin, the Soviet deputy minister of foreign af-
fairs, in Prague during the crisis, as though this proves not only that the
Soviets had masterminded the entire Communist performance, but also
that only the specter of their possible direct intervention decided the
issue.10 But this interpretation underrates Gottwald and his comrades.
Though the Soviets undoubtedly would not have tolerated the expul-
sion of their protégés from the Czechoslovak government and that coun-
try’s slippage into the Western orbit, the local Communists proved quite
capable of managing the crisis on their own. The third point is that
none of the participants in this conflict—the Communists, their foes,
the fence-sitters, the president—considered appealing to parliament for
a vote of confidence or censure. This was in keeping with the interwar
Czechoslovak pětka tradition, by which all political decisions and so-
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lutions were taken and brokered by party leaders off the floor of the leg-
islature, which was then expected to rubber-stamp them.11

The Communists’ mopping up after their breakthrough of Febru-
ary 20 to 25, 1948, was efficient. Anti-Communist newspapers and pe-
riodicals were closed and non-Communist ones purged during the next
few days, followed shortly by universities, professional bodies, sports
clubs, the publishing industry, and the civil and military services. In
April came the nationalization of all enterprises employing more than
fifty workers and all engaged in foreign or wholesale trade, as well as
breweries, bakeries, and dairies—thus ending the embarrassing specta-
cle of establishments left in private hands after the initial nationaliza-
tions of 1945 prospering to the shame of the less productive state-owned
ones. The nationalization of industry and commerce was paralleled by
a necessarily slower but nevertheless relentless drive to socialize agri-
culture, a drive that by 1960 had collectivized over 90 percent of the
land. A typically Stalinist five-year plan was launched on January 1,
1949, with the announced purpose of “eliminating all traces of capi-
talism” from Czechoslovakia’s economy. It deemphasized the light in-
dustries that had traditionally produced goods for export to the West
and stressed heavy industry and coordination with the economies of the
Soviet Union and the people’s democracies. Thus whereas before
World War II, only one-tenth of Czechoslovakia’s foreign trade had
been with its eastern neighbors, by 1954 it was four-fifths. In 1951, the
five-year plan was revised to reinforce the industrialization of Slovakia.

On the narrower political front, the Communists’ brisk mopping
up after February 1948 included the extension of their purge to Slova-
kia in March, the reduction of all other parties into bogus window dress-
ing in April,12 the adoption of the new Communist-tailored constitu-
tion accompanied by single-list ratification elections in May, the
enforced merger of the self-castrated Social Democratic party with the
Communist party in June, and the introduction of the ominous notion
of “subjective guilt” into judicial procedure, together with the un-
leashing of police terror, in October.

The Communists’ shift from cooperating with the Roman Catholic
church to seeking to subdue it began promptly that same autumn of
1948—much earlier than in Poland. The assault was also more suc-
cessful than in Poland in the sense that—after several humiliating tri-
als of churchmen, the banishment of Archbishop Josef Beran of Prague
to a provincial monastery,13 extensive confiscations of ecclesiastical
properties, and other devastating fiscal and administrative pressures
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(mixed with rewards for collaborating priests)—the vast majority of the
lower clergy and nine of the thirteen functioning bishops yielded by
swearing oaths of loyalty to the people’s democratic regime (not sim-
ply to the Czechoslovak republic) by the spring of 1951. And although
the fundamental commitment of the masses to Roman Catholicism ap-
peared to remain intact, especially among the Slovaks, a regime-
sponsored movement of so-called patriotic priests purporting to repre-
sent a synthesis of Christianity and Marxism resonated more deeply in
Czechoslovakia than in Poland.

Thus the Czechoslovak Communists, who had seemed to be the
“softest” in East Central Europe—with their initial postwar stance to-
ward democratic institutions, competing parties, and the West—were
to emerge during the 1950s as the area’s arguably most Stalinist party—
with their combination of repressiveness, rigidity, xenophobia, and fe-
rocity of internal “anti-Titoist” purges (see Chapter 4, section 3).

4
In contrast to both Poland (where Stalin flatly deemed his claims to
Soviet hegemonic control to be nonnegotiable) and Czechoslovakia
(where for an extended interval he attenuated his other imperatives in
order to maintain a bridge to the West), Soviet postwar policy in Hun-
gary was initially rather fitful, as though Stalin was not quite certain
whether that country could be permanently subsumed into the Soviet
and Communist political orbit. Indeed, had Regent Miklós Horthy suc-
ceeded in his clumsy and, in the event, abortive maneuvers to negoti-
ate an armistice and switch sides in the autumn of 1944, Stalin would
have been content to leave him in office rather than work with the
small and historically rather discredited Communist party. And in mid-
October 1944, Stalin recommended to Churchill that British and Amer-
ican forces open a new front on the northern Adriatic littoral and press
into Central Europe from there, thus suggesting a readiness to share
the liberation of Hungary with them. Furthermore, in the provisional
Hungarian government that the Soviets finally unveiled on December
23, 1944, the Communist representation was still minuscule compared
with what it was in the Soviet-sponsored Polish and Czechoslovak gov-
ernments. And this provisional government’s program was strikingly
moderate, its only socioeconomic innovation being the reform of a
landed estate system that was more or less universally acknowledged to
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be structurally primitive, unproductive, and notoriously inegalitarian.
Even the behavior of the Soviet military administration in Hungary be-
tween the autumn of 1944 and the summer of 1945, characterized by
indiscriminate requisitioning, dismantling, and removal of stocks, as-
sets, equipment, and facilities, hints that the Soviets did not expect to
stay long.

This hesitancy and ambivalence of the Soviet and Hungarian Com-
munists toward taking power persisted for some time after the end of
the war. That it was indeed ambivalence rather than fine-tuned sub-
tlety is indicated by its improvisational and spasmodic quality. On the
one hand, the Soviet administrators of the Allied Control Commission
insisted on having enormously extensive executive, monitoring, and in-
terdicting jurisdictions. On the other hand, they frequently forbore to
exercise them, as when they let József Cardinal Mindszenty, the newly
appointed (September 1945) Roman Catholic primate of Hungary, con-
demn the Marxist parties and the provisional government’s socioeco-
nomic legislation (including the land reform), express sympathy for the
vanquished Horthyites, and even compare the country’s recent libera-
tion by the Soviet armies with its thirteenth-century ravaging by the
Tatars. Similarly enigmatic was a remark made by the Soviet chairman
of the Allied Control Commission—no less a figure than Politburo
member Marshal Kliment Ye. Voroshilov—to the effect that the Soviet
Union wished to rely on the catch-all Smallholder party as its fulcrum
in Hungary. The Soviets and the local Communists also permitted the
revolutionary “national committees” and “people’s courts” that they had
initially sponsored and controlled in the winter of 1944/45 to be emas-
culated and absorbed into Hungary’s traditional municipal and minis-
terial structures. By June 1945, 80 percent of the Horthyite bureaucrats
were still or again in office, and no effective purge of that bureaucracy
was to occur for another two years. The Soviet and local Communists
were also deferential toward non-Communist political parties, which
were treated far more gingerly than their objective strength warranted
and than they would have been had Stalin by then decided to absorb
Hungary into his orbit. When the Social Democrats objected to a Com-
munist plan to restructure the trade unions along “industrial” rather
than “craft” lines, the Communists yielded in February 1945 and sub-
sequently tolerated a substantial reassertion of Social Democratic in-
fluence in the union movement. And on such tangible workers’ issues
as strikes, wage increases, the functions of “factory committees,” and
nationalization, the Communists took a less friendly and less rhetorically
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revolutionary stance than did the Social Democrats. On balance, the
Communists’ political program in 1944 and 1945 was remarkably self-
effacing and self-abnegating. It called for the rule of law, free culture,
free intellectual inquiry, free political dialogue, a free press, free en-
terprise, and free elections.14

But when such free elections were held, the results indicated that
this political forbearance had earned the Communists neither credit
nor popularity. The municipal elections of October 7, 1945, in Bu-
dapest—the country’s capital and its leading industrial (working-class)
and intellectual center—gave to a Communist-Social Democratic list
only 42.8 percent of the votes, with 50.5 percent going to the Small-
holders, 2 percent to the National Peasants, and 3.8 and 0.9 percent,
respectively, to two bourgeois liberal parties styled the Citizen Dem-
ocrats and the Radicals. Thereupon, the Social Democrats slipped from
their Communist electoral albatross and ran independently in the na-
tional parliamentary elections of November 4, 1945—the freest ever
held in Hungary. This time, the Smallholders won 57 percent of the
votes; the Social Democrats, 17.4 percent; the Communists, 17 per-
cent; the National Peasants, 6.9 percent; the Citizen Democrats, 1.6
percent; and the Radicals, 0.1 percent. The potential damage to the
Communists was limited by a preelection agreement of the parties com-
posing the National Independence Front to maintain their coalition
government intact no matter what the electoral outcome, an agreement
that now prevented the Smallholders from capitalizing on their absolute
majority to form a one-party government. Nevertheless, the elections’
results were sufficiently disconcerting to prompt a Communist re-
assessment, both in Budapest and in Moscow, of the past year’s self-
restraint, which had entailed so much fitful and inconsistent behavior.
Mátyás Rákosi, the leader of the Hungarian Communists, was sum-
moned to Moscow to review his party’s performance.

The outcome of that reassessment was, however, still quite modest
in comparison with the political orientation then prevailing in Poland,
Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania. The Hungarian Com-
munists still did not decide to seize political power. Rather, like their
Czechoslovak comrades, they retained their authentic coalition strat-
egy but henceforth prosecuted it less waywardly and with more sus-
tained, albeit still only incremental, pressure on their partners. They
insured themselves against the haunting specter of a possible special
suballiance within the National Independence Front of the Small-
holders and the Social Democrats, two parties that had drawn close dur-
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ing the war. When Zoltán Tildy, the Smallholder leader, was elevated
to the presidency of the newly proclaimed republic on February 1, 1946,
the Communists maneuvered to ensure that he would be succeeded as
the leader of that party and as prime minister of the government by the
more malleable Ferenc Nagy rather than by his tougher competitor,
Dezső Sulyok. The next month, they successfully pressured Nagy and
Tildy into purging Sulyok (together with twenty-one other Smallholder
parliamentary deputies) from his party, ostensibly because he was spoil-
ing Hungary’s relations with supposedly fraternal Czechoslovakia by his
protests over the latter’s hard treatment of its remaining Magyar mi-
nority, but in fact because he was deemed recalcitrant to Communist
leverage, and hence “reactionary.” Furthermore, in Nagy’s new gov-
ernment, the Ministry of the Interior, with its critically important con-
trol of the police, surveillance, and security apparatus, was for the first
time assigned to the Communists—never thereafter to be relinquished.
Interestingly, the Hungarian Communists had initially reconciled
themselves to this portfolio going to the Smallholders, but that arrange-
ment was overruled by the Soviets.15 And when Marshal Voroshilov
subsequently demanded the dissolution of some religio-social and youth
organizations, Nagy again complied, despite considerable restlessness
among members of his party. An important reason for the obsequious
behavior of the leaders of the majority Smallholders toward the Sovi-
ets and the Communists during these months is that they hoped (vainly,
as events were to show) thereby to persuade Moscow to lighten Hun-
gary’s reparations burden16 and to favor its claims for the retrocession
of at least part of Transylvania from Romania at the forthcoming Eu-
ropean peace conference, scheduled to open in July 1946. Conversely,
the still relative Communist moderation of this period was partly pred-
icated on a reluctance to provoke the British and Americans in advance
of that peace conference. Indeed, Rákosi even joined Nagy on a min-
isterial delegation that visited Washington and London in May 1946 to
solicit support for Hungary’s case. Stalin permitted no other country
that had been liberated by his army to make such an open political
overture to the West.

Once the peace treaty with the Allies had been signed on February
10, 1947, the confrontation in Hungary sharpened. The Smallholders,
disappointed in their hopes of obtaining Soviet support through propi-
tiation, now stiffened and rejected a Communist demand that they re-
pudiate their executive secretary, Béla Kovács (as they had purged Su-
lyok the previous year), whereupon the Soviet authorities (not the
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Hungarian police) simply arrested him on February 25, in violation of
formal Hungarian sovereignty. The Americans and the British protested,
to no avail. In May 1947, the Soviets announced that Kovács’s interro-
gation had incriminated Prime Minister Nagy as participating in a con-
spiracy against the republic. Nagy, then on vacation in Switzerland and
fearing arrest were he to return home, resigned in exchange for the re-
lease of his four-year-old son and remained in exile. In July, Hungary
was obliged by the Soviet Union to join its neighbors in declining to
participate in the American-sponsored Marshall Plan for European eco-
nomic recovery. Instead, on August 1, a three-year plan providing for a
state-directed economy (but not yet for steep Stalin-type capital invest-
ments, which awaited the five-year plan of 1950) went into effect. By
this time, also, the civil bureaucracy had been purged and politicized
to the point where the staffs of governmental agencies and offices that
were headed by non-Communist ministers were no longer responsive
to their nominal chiefs without Communist assent.

Yet in the parliamentary elections of August 31, 1947—which were
less free than those of two years earlier due to considerable intimida-
tion and fraud, but nevertheless still competitive and more free than
those in Hungary’s Balkan neighbors—the Communists received only
22.3 percent of the votes; the Social Democrats, 14.9 percent; the now
lacerated Smallholders, 15.4 percent; the National Peasants, 8.3 per-
cent; the Citizen Democrats, 1 percent; and the Radicals, 1.7 percent.
Four new parties ran in declared opposition to the National Indepen-
dence Front, but since they, in effect, drew votes away from the Small-
holders, their appearance was quite welcome to the Communists: the
conservative, nationalist Independence party polled 13.4 percent; the
more progressive Democratic Populists (Catholic), 16.4 percent; a list
headed by the priest-politician István Balogh, a former Smallholder and
an accomplished intriguer, 5.2 percent; and the Christian Women’s
League, 1.4 percent. At a minimum, these elections indicated that the
public had not yet been cowed into helpless acquiescence.

But the Communists, though embarrassed, were not stopped by
their poor electoral performance. On November 15, 1947, the new par-
liament was pressured into delegating its powers to the government and
proroguing itself for over a year. That same month, the Independence
party was dissolved and its leader forced to flee abroad. Slightly more
than a year later, a similar fate was inflicted on the Democratic Pop-
ulists. Meanwhile, in March 1948, the Social Democrats were com-
pelled to withdraw from the Socialist International and, in June, to
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purge, dissolve, and merge themselves with the Communists into the
latter’s formally renamed Hungarian Workers party. Then on July 30,
1948, Tildy, a Smallholder, was obliged to resign the presidency of the
republic in favor of the chairman of the Workers party. A third cycle
of parliamentary elections was held on May 15, 1949. This time there
was to be no pretense of democratic procedures. The secret ballot was
reduced to a farce, and a single “Government List,” drafted by the Com-
munists, was proclaimed to have been endorsed by 95.6 percent of the
voters. The new parliament promptly adopted a Soviet-emulating con-
stitution under which Hungary was officially designated a people’s
democracy. With exquisite irony, it went into effect on August 20,
1949—the traditional national feast day of Hungary’s patron saint and
first king, Stephen (István).

As the process of bending, breaking, and coordinating the secular
political institutions was approaching its denouement, the Communists
turned on Hungary’s ecclesiastical bodies. Like postwar Poland, Hun-
gary was by now a well-nigh homogeneous country from an ethno-
national perspective; but unlike Poland, it was religiously pluralistic,
with approximately two-thirds of the population Roman Catholic; one-
quarter, Calvinist; and very small fractions, Lutheran and Jewish.17 As
the Catholic church was historically identified with the imported Habs-
burg dynasty and as its prelates were often Magyarized former Slovaks
and Schwabs, the Calvinists, who were concentrated in the eastern part
of the country, tended to view themselves as purer Magyars than the
Catholics. This attitudinal distance between the two denominations,
though not wide enough to be deemed a profound alienation, provided
an opening for anticlerical political leverage. Thus whereas Cardinal
Mindszenty rather anachronistically called for a Habsburg restoration
and emphatically opposed the postwar land reform, the Calvinist min-
istry endorsed the republic and welcomed the land reform as both nec-
essary and overdue.

In the realm of culture and pedagogy, both these churches entered
the postwar era still enjoying very extensive institutionalized public au-
thority. Two-thirds of all primary schools were confessional, and reli-
gion was obligatorily taught even in the state primary schools. One-half
of the boys’ and four-fifths of the girls’ secondary schools were Catholic.
In addition, the Catholic church had been very wealthy until the 1945
land reform.

The postwar governments initially adopted a rather cautious atti-
tude toward the churches, favoring them with priority allocations for
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the reconstruction of their wrecked or damaged places of worship and
with generous annual budgetary grants. But the deeply conservative,
obstinate, vehement, and courageous Cardinal Mindszenty was nega-
tive and combative from the start—in contrast to Poland’s socioeco-
nomically more progressive and politically more sophisticated Primate
Wyszyński. When in 1947 the state schools introduced new textbooks
for secular subjects, which the Calvinist schools also adopted, Mind-
szenty forbade their use in Catholic schools. When in June 1948 the
two confessional primary-school systems were nationalized, albeit with
the retention of religious instruction, he excommunicated the Catholic
governmental officers who supported this law and instructed the teach-
ing priests and nuns to withdraw from the schools. Over 4,500 did so
initially, but later returned because they were obviously needed to teach
the ongoing religious lessons that most parents ostentatiously requested
even though they were now optional.

As in Czechoslovakia, so in Hungary, 1948 was a year of belated
and therefore accelerated Communist monopolization of power. Pre-
cisely therefore, Mindszenty—whose unbending rejection of virtually
all postwar socioeconomic and political developments had seemed
quixotic in 1945—had become something of a vindicated hero in pop-
ular opinion, and the Communists deemed it necessary to discredit
him publicly. Arrested the day after Christmas 1948 and tried in early
February 1949 on charges of currency speculation, espionage on be-
half of imperialists, and treason against the Hungarian republic, he
proved to be a surprisingly abject defendant, pleading guilty to most
charges and confessing that his previous attitude had been wrong.18

But the regime’s potential domestic propaganda success was out-
weighed by the international revulsion provoked by the sinister am-
bience of this trial. Mindszenty was sentenced to life imprisonment
(ameliorated to house arrest in 1955). Then most monastic orders
were dissolved, and the monks and nuns evicted from their cloisters.
(In Czechoslovakia, too, the religious orders were suppressed, whereas
in Poland they functioned freely.) On August 30, 1950, the Catholic
church yielded significant political concessions in return for the
restoration of a mere 8 (out of more than 3,000!) of its nationalized
schools and the stabilization of the state’s financial subsidies to its
clergy. It promised to support the five-year economic plan, the col-
lectivization of agriculture, and the Soviet-sponsored Stockholm
Peace Appeal; to disavow subversion; and to pledge allegiance to the
people’s republic. Nevertheless, some arrests and trials of clergy con-
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tinued. In 1952, the Calvinist ministry was also purged and obliged
to yield its last remaining high schools to the state.

Meanwhile, as in the other people’s democracies, a severe inner cri-
sis wracked the Hungarian Communists precisely at the culmination
of their victory over the country’s other parties and political forces. As
this crisis was an integral aspect of the rift between Tito and Stalin,
which wrenched the Communist movement throughout East Central
Europe in the years after 1948, it will be analyzed in Chapter 4. Suf-
fice it to note here that in Hungary, the crisis turned on the issue of
the “correct” or “erroneous” quality of the earlier phase of Communist
restraint and moderation and of responsibility for that “line.” That ear-
lier Communist and Soviet stance in Hungary—which was not merely
restrained and moderate, but also contradictory and even capricious—
has also been viewed in this book as a puzzle to which several possible
solutions have been tangentially suggested. The most probable is that
the stance was an outgrowth of Stalin’s general uncertainty about his
postwar relations with the United States and Great Britain. On the one
hand, he hoped to maintain the wartime alliance; on the other hand,
he feared that if and when it came to an end, the Americans would
press him sharply. Specifically, he was bracing himself for the possi-
bility that he might have to release Hungary from his political orbit in
return for a free hand in Poland, which had a far higher priority for
him. When the spirit of the wartime alliance finally did give way to the
Cold War in 1947, Stalin was both rendered anxious and relieved that
the Americans sought only to “contain,” not to “roll back,” Soviet power
in East Central Europe. Thus he was not, after all, subjected to the an-
ticipated pressure to trade Hungary for Poland and could unleash his
Communist protégés in the Danubian state for their belated rapid
seizure of power after 1947.19

5
In Yugoslavia, the Communist seizure and even consolidation of power
had occurred during World War II, which was there a civil war and a
revolutionary war as well as a war of national liberation. Indeed, post-
war Yugoslavia leapfrogged over the phase of multiparty coalition,
which in the other people’s democracies had at first a substantive real-
ity of variable duration and then a nominal continuity. The Yugoslav
People’s Front was instead defined from the start as a “bloc of Communists
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and nonparty sympathizers”20 and used as a bludgeon to smash other
political parties and loyalties. Hence in the elections held on Novem-
ber 11, 1945, for a two-chamber constituent and legislative assembly,
the choice was simply between endorsing the Communist People’s
Front or visibly putting one’s ballot into a residual “opposition urn.”
Predictably, the results were as follows: Federal Chamber—88.7 per-
cent of the eligible voters cast ballots, of whom 90.5 percent endorsed
the People’s Front and 9.5 percent opposed it; Chamber of the Na-
tionalities—88.4 percent of the eligible electorate voted, of whom 88.7
percent endorsed and 11.3 percent opposed the People’s Front. For-
mally, symbolically, and substantively, the two-chamber assembly, the
elections for it, and the republican, federal constitution that it adopted
on January 31, 1946, imitated the Soviet pattern much more closely
than did analogous institutions and procedures in other people’s democ-
racies at this early date. Yet it would be erroneous to impute these lop-
sided election results purely to intimidation and to overlook the deep
reservoir of authentic popularity, prestige, and legitimacy that Tito, his
Partisan movement, and his Communist party had amassed during the
war. It would also be a mistake to underestimate the Titoist system’s ex-
tensive generosity toward the distinctive cultural, linguistic, and edu-
cational aspirations, but not the centrifugal political orientations, of Yu-
goslavia’s several component ethnonations. For example, the decision
to again designate the federation’s constituent republics by their eth-
nohistorical names, which the interwar royal government had abolished
and suppressed in 1929, was important and gratifying.21

The symbolic coda to this essentially wartime Communist seizure
of power was the execution on July 17, 1946, of Tito’s only compara-
ble competitor of those years, the Četnik leader General Draža Mi-
hajlović, who had been hunted down in Bosnia in March. As this execu-
tion aroused some murmuring among Serbs, Tito’s regime evened the
domestic ethnonational score, as it were, on October 11, 1946, by sen-
tencing Alojzije Stepinac, the Croatian Roman Catholic archbishop of
Zagreb, to sixteen years of imprisonment at hard labor for war crimes
and collaboration with the Axis occupiers. Stepinac’s wartime behavior
had been ambiguous and subject to contrasting interpretations. Because
he had not publicly intervened to halt the forcible conversion of Or-
thodox Serbs to Catholicism (and the massacres of those who refused)
by Ustaša bands, he had become a symbol of genocidal enmity to the
Serbs. But to Croats, even those who had distanced themselves from
the Ustaša, his sentence seemed an act of ethnonational spite. As the
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Tito government was then pursuing a hyper-radical, ultrarevolutionary
line in both its domestic and its foreign policies, the trials of Mihajlović
and Stepinac were orchestrated in order to implicate and discredit the
West.22

The Communists’ capture of political power and of the Yugoslav
state having been coterminous with the war, their postwar revolution
was immediately prosecuted in the economic and sociocultural realms.
This entailed not only centralized direction of the economy as well as
heavy investment and extensive nationalization in the industrial, com-
mercial, and credit sectors—a formidable challenge for a country that
was underdeveloped to begin with and had been devastated by the
war—but also a fierce drive to transform the so-called petit-bourgeois
outlook of the peasantry through the collectivization of its land—a drive
that the peasants resisted as stubbornly as the regime prosecuted. Call-
ing for the reinvestment of between one-quarter and one-third of the
national income, the regime’s economic plan was clearly overambitious
and was plagued by low productivity and a shortage of skilled labor and
personnel; it was soon in serious trouble.

Nevertheless, precisely to justify their claims to ideological purity
and to refute the Soviet accusations of “revisionism” and “capitulation
to capitalism” during the incubation of the Tito–Stalin rift in 1947 and
1948, the Yugoslav Communist leaders initially redoubled their in-
vestment, development, and collectivization drives in the late 1940s,
even though the Soviet Union and the other people’s democracies were
compounding Yugoslavia’s economic crisis by reneging on their trade
commitments to it. By the turn of the decade, a greater proportion of
industry, commerce, and agriculture had been “socialized” in Yu-
goslavia than in any other people’s democracy. But the entire economy
was exhausted and nearing collapse. Ominously, peasant riots erupted
in 1950 in some of the regions that had first backed the Partisans dur-
ing the war. But though economically irrational, the ideological su-
perorthodoxy of those years performed the political function of enabling
the Yugoslav Communists to survive Stalin’s onslaught with their rev-
olutionary self-respect and their organizational self-confidence intact.
Having served this purpose during a period of acute crisis, it could be
relaxed and succeeded by greater economic realism after 1952. Trade
was then expanded with the West; investment goals were moderated;
and peasants were permitted to withdraw themselves and their land
from collective farms (decree of March 30, 1953). Only 1,000 out of
almost 7,000 collective farms survived, and by 1954 over 80 percent of
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the agricultural land was back in private ownership. Other structural,
socioeconomic, and political changes soon followed as Yugoslavia trans-
formed itself into a unique type of Communist-controlled but not 
Soviet-modeled society—a process to be analyzed in later chapters.

6
It was widely expected that the Romanian royal coup and attendant
switch from the Axis to the Allies, executed on August 23 to 25, 1944,
would be vigorously contested by the Germans. Hence it was deemed
appropriate—apparently also by the Soviets—that the first postcoup
Romanian government consist primarily of military men, with the
relatively ornamental addition of four civilian leaders of the National-
Peasant, Liberal, Social Democratic, and Communist parties as minis-
ters without portfolio. The only civilian politician assigned a portfolio,
that of Justice, was the hitherto “local underground” Communist Lu-
creţiu Pătrăşcanu, who also doubled as one of the four ministers of
state.23 Two months earlier, in June, these four parties, formally still il-
legal, had formed themselves into an ad hoc coalition to press for Ro-
mania’s leaving Hitler’s war—a goal to which they had now been an-
ticipated by the king’s action. The prime minister of the new
government was General Constantin Sănătescu, marshal of the royal
court and the link between King Michael and the army in the recent
coup. One of his first acts was to restore the constitution of 1923, which
King Carol had suspended in 1938, thereby relegalizing political par-
ties and political life.

By early November 1944, it was clear that the Wehrmacht, though
indeed fighting tenaciously to hold Hungary, was no longer capable of
a thrust into Romania. Hence the addition of civilians to the Sănătescu
government was now deemed feasible. Though the general remained
prime minister and became acting war minister, he was henceforth the
cabinet’s only military member, all other portfolios going either to non-
party civilian specialists or to members of the four coalition parties. In-
terestingly, the two new Communists holding portfolios, Gheorghe
Gheorghiu-Dej (Transportation and Communications) and Vlădescu
Răkoasa (Minorities) were, like Pătrăşcanu (who retained Justice), “lo-
cals.” The top “Muscovite” Communists of that time, freshly returned
from Soviet asylum—Emil Bodnăraş, Vasile Luca, and Ana Pauker—
did not yet assume governmental posts and instead devoted themselves
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to rebuilding the weak and depleted party apparatus and its paramili-
tary organs. Pauker would later concede that at this time the Commu-
nists, emerging from two decades underground, numbered fewer than
1,000 members.

A genuine coalition cabinet, the second Sănătescu government
lasted only a month because the Communists objected to its minister
of the interior (a hostile National-Peasant) and the Soviets charged it
with being dilatory in fulfilling Romania’s armistice obligations. To sig-
nal his displeasure, Stalin delayed transferring the administration of
northern Transylvania to Romanian responsibility while a small-scale
guerrilla war raged there between Hungarian and Romanian bands.
Taking the hint, King Michael replaced Sănătescu on December 6 with
another general, Nicolae Rădescu, who was presumed to have credit
with Moscow thanks to having been interned during the war for his
anti-German attitude. Rădescu took over the interior portfolio (with a
“local” Communist as undersecretary) as well as the premiership and
replaced the Communist minister for minorities with a nonparty spe-
cialist, but otherwise made no politically significant changes in the cab-
inet that he inherited from Sănătescu.

The initial expectation that the Rădescu government would prove
stable was undermined early in the new year when the “local” Com-
munist Gheorghiu-Dej and the recently returned “Muscovite” Pauker
visited Moscow and were either directed or permitted to bid for power.
The instrument through which they did this was the so-called National
Democratic Front, formed in October 1944 and composed of the Com-
munist party, the Social Democratic party, the Plowmen’s Front (an
independent radical peasant party in the 1930s that had been heavily
infiltrated by the Communists and by now was virtually their rural arm),
the Union of Patriots (a Communist front among the intelligentsia and
the professional and business classes), and the trade unions. In mid-
January 1945, the National Democratic Front began to agitate for rad-
ical land reform, a purge of “reactionaries” and “war criminals,” and
the “democratization” of the army, and to present itself as alone capa-
ble of persuading the Soviet Union to transfer northern Transylvania
to Romanian control. Its campaign was ominously seconded by a re-
sumption of Soviet allegations that the current Romanian government,
like its predecessor, was lax in discharging its armistice obligations.
Marked by increasingly violent street demonstrations, strikes, and land
seizures that, in turn, were lubricated by the Communist undersecre-
tary of the interior’s sabotaging the instructions of his nominal chief,
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General Rădescu, and facilitated by the absence of most of the army
from the country at the front (see Chapter 2, section 6), this bid for
power by the National Democratic Front (actually by the Communists)
provoked the exasperated Rădescu into an intemperate radio speech on
February 24 in which he denounced some Communist leaders by name
as “venal foreign beasts.” (As their names indicate, several of these lead-
ers were indeed of ethnically Jewish, Magyar, or Ukrainian descent.)
Three days later, Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei Ya. Vyshin-
sky flew into Bucharest, where Soviet troops simultaneously occupied
the army headquarters and other government buildings, and browbeat
King Michael into dismissing Rădescu. The monarch balked for an-
other week at meeting Vyshinsky’s supplementary demand that Petru
Groza, the leader of the Plowmen’s Front, be designated the new pre-
mier. But on March 6, 1945, this, too, was done. Groza’s new govern-
ment was nominally a coalition in which Communists headed only
three ministries (but had undersecretaries in several others), while two
dissident Liberals from outside the National Democratic Front were as-
signed the prestigious portfolios of Foreign Affairs and Finance, but it
was altogether subservient to the Soviet Union and responsive to Com-
munist pressure.24 Its immediate reward was Stalin’s permission, given
on March 9, to extend the Romanian administration to northern Tran-
sylvania. This enabled the Romanian Communists to capitalize on na-
tionalist sentiment, while the Hungarian Communists were reduced in
later years to arguing (unconvincingly) that Stalin’s verdict would have
fallen the other way had Hungary been less laggard in the pace of its
“democratization.” It should be noted, finally, that this early and quite
decisive Romanian crisis of January to March 1945 bracketed the Big
Three’s Yalta Conference, held from February 4 to 11, 1945, and seri-
ously disturbed American policy makers about Soviet intentions. Thus,
ironically, just as Romania had in 1940 been the first bone of con-
tention in the alliance of 1939 between Hitler and Stalin, so it now oc-
casioned the first open rift between Roosevelt and Stalin as the Amer-
icans flatly refused to recognize the Soviet-imposed Groza government.
The British followed the American lead only reluctantly, for Churchill
believed that he owed Stalin a quid pro quo for having turned a blind
eye to the suppression of the ELAS–Communist revolt against the royal
Greek government three months earlier.

Conventionally depicted as merely an opportunist, a puppet, and a
buffoon, Groza, albeit eccentric, was a more serious political figure than
this caricature suggests. He was a prosperous Transylvanian landowner,
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industrialist, and lawyer; had been educated in Budapest and was flu-
ent in Magyar as well as Romanian; occasionally served as a minister
in Romanian cabinets since 1920; and had founded the Plowmen’s
Front in 1933. Groza was now committed to three major political propo-
sitions: (1) carrying out land reform for the benefit of the rural prole-
tariat and smallholders; (2) burying the traditional feud with Hungary
as pointless and mutually harmful; and (3) accepting that geopolitical
factors required Romanian accommodation to Soviet policy, not for sen-
timental or ideological reasons (which were operative for the true Com-
munists) but simply as rational raison d’état. All of them were contro-
versial, two were unpopular, none was unreasonable, and, in the long
run, all were abortive.

Accordingly, a land-reform program, which Rădescu had wanted to
postpone until after war’s end and demobilization, was decreed by the
Groza government on March 20, 1945, two weeks after its tumultuous
installation. The brusque and hectic atmosphere in which the redistri-
bution was effected, the political slanting that characterized its official
statistical accounting, and the fact that it was presently superseded by
enforced collectivization render any assessment of its effectiveness
highly problematic. All that can be said with assurance is that its mag-
nitude, in terms of both acreage distributed and peasant recipients, was
less than that of the big “bourgeois” Romanian land reform of 1918 to
1921 and that it, like the earlier reform, failed to transform the Ro-
manian village into a society of prosperous smallholders. Neither of
these land reforms, nor both of them cumulatively, solved the problems
of rural overpopulation, low agricultural productivity, strip farming, and
accelerating fragmentation of holdings. But each did neutralize (not
satisfy) the peasantry at a critical political moment in Romanian his-
tory.

As for Groza’s wish for reconciliation with Hungary, his government
initiated an authentic effort to end the traditional reciprocal jingoisms
by granting generous ethnocultural minority rights, funding a Magyar
university, and establishing an autonomous Magyar administrative re-
gion in northern Transylvania. Alas, these potentially productive inno-
vations did not survive the revival of militant Romanian nationalism in
the 1960s after Groza had passed from the political scene. (He died in
1958.) And, finally, Groza’s commitment to Romania’s coordination
with the Soviet Union as a dispassionate act of state policy was also even-
tually superseded, first by Stalin’s quite profound structural and ideolog-
ical requirements in and from the people’s democracies (see section 1)
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and second, ironically, by the Romanian Communists’ sponsorship of
anti-Soviet nationalism after the 1960s.

Meanwhile, in the 1940s, Groza’s government consolidated itself
in roughly three phases. First, in the autumn of 1945, it faced down an
effort by King Michael to exploit the refusal of Great Britain and the
United States to recognize it as leverage to replace it with a more ac-
ceptable alternative. Assured of Soviet support, Groza simply ignored
the royal request to resign, whereupon the king withdrew to his coun-
try estate and declined to sign state documents. On November 8, truck-
loads of the Communist party’s militia and troops of a special Soviet-
trained army division fired on and broke up a Bucharest crowd
celebrating the king’s birthday. Yet, oddly, neither the royal court nor
the Groza government openly denounced each other, both denying
that this anomalous situation (including the piquant spectacle of a king
on strike in a Communist-dominated country) amounted to a rupture.
Indeed, at the Moscow Conference of the Big Three’s foreign minis-
ters, held from December 16 to 26, 1945, a face-saving formula was
worked out, whereby a pair of authentic (not fellow-traveling) National
Peasant and Liberal ministers was to be added to the government, which
would thereupon receive British and American recognition (duly ex-
tended on February 4 and 5, 1946) and then conduct free elections
open to all democratic parties. In retrospect, it appears that the Amer-
ican and British negotiators at the Moscow Conference were naïve, hyp-
ocritical, or remiss in agreeing to extend recognition before the
promised elections, which, when held belatedly on November 19, 1946,
were (predictably) quite other than free and open, as an old Romanian
tradition of ballot falsification was compounded by newer Communist
techniques of intimidation.

The year-long delay before holding the elections was required by
the National Democratic Front’s (that is, the Communist party’s) need
to sap the prospective opposition. It delineates the second phase of the
Groza government’s consolidation. The two new ministers, supposedly
appointed to broaden the cabinet, were left without portfolios and sim-
ply ignored by their colleagues, and their parties were harassed. In
March 1946, the Social Democrats split over the issue of running on
a joint list with the Communists, the demoralized majority agreeing to
do so. In April, Tătărescu’s dissident Liberals likewise jumped on this
bandwagon. During the summer, various decrees and laws were issued
abolishing the senate, authorizing preelection censorship and discrim-
ination, and otherwise fine-tuning and manipulating the electoral
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process to ensure the victory of the National Democratic Front, now
consisting of the Communists, the purged Social Democrats, the Plow-
men’s Front, the National Populists (the renamed successor to the
Union of Patriots), and the dissident Liberals. In the final count, this
bloc was declared to have received 4,766,000 votes, entitling it to 348
parliamentary seats, while the opposition National Peasants and Liber-
als were relegated, respectively, to 880,000 votes for 32 seats and 289,000
votes for 3 seats. About 1 million other ballots were distributed among
nominally unaffiliated but actually tame Magyar, Democratic, and
splinter parties, accounting for the unicameral legislature’s 31 remain-
ing seats. The two authentic opposition ministers who had been added
to the cabinet at the beginning of the year now resigned, and their Na-
tional Peasant and Liberal party colleagues likewise refused to take their
parliamentary seats in protest against the elections’ irregularities. The
American and British governments piously denounced the process as
violating the commitments of the Moscow Conference, but did not
withdraw their diplomatic recognition and went on to sign the peace
treaty with Groza’s freshly purged Romanian government on February
10, 1947.

The years 1947 and 1948 marked the third phase in the govern-
ment’s consolidation, in which the Communists exposed their power
ever more openly while retaining Groza as head (until June 2, 1952).
The spring of 1947 saw a wave of nocturnal, unexplained, and thus de-
liberately terrifying arrests of opponents. In July, a number of National
Peasant leaders were apprehended while attempting to flee the coun-
try, whereupon that party was outlawed. In October and November, its
two top leaders, Iuliu Maniu and Ion Mihalache, were subjected to
show trials on charges—not unfounded, albeit vastly exaggerated—of
conspiracy with British and American intelligence agents and were sen-
tenced to solitary imprisonment for life. By November, Tătărescu and
his fellow dissident Liberal minister had exhausted their usefulness and
were dropped from the cabinet, to be succeeded by “Muscovite” Com-
munists who for the first time openly assumed ministerial portfolios:
Pauker at Foreign Affairs, Luca at Finance, and Bodnăraş at Defense.
On the year’s penultimate day, December 30, the still anomalously
reigning King Michael was obliged to abdicate shortly after his return
from attending the wedding of Britain’s Princess Elizabeth and his an-
nouncement of his engagement to Princess Anne of Bourbon-Parma.
Romania now officially became a people’s democracy and received a
corresponding new constitution on April 13, 1948 (to be followed by
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two more constitutions on September 24, 1952 and August 21, 1965,
of which the latter was “Socialist” rather than “people’s democratic”).

Politically, 1948 was a year of mopping up and of internal Com-
munist purge. In February, the rump Social Democrats were forced to
merge with the Communist party (formally styled the Romanian Work-
ers party between 1948 and 1965), and the dissident National Peasants
with the Plowmen’s Front. These two “united” parties, together with
the National Populist party (which a year later declared itself sociohis-
torically superfluous and dissolved) and the tame Magyar party, there-
upon presented themselves as the Democratic Popular Front in elec-
tions held on March 28 for a parliament to ratify the people’s democratic
constitution. Predictably, this bloc received 405 seats, ostensibly for
6,959,000 votes. The surviving Liberals and Democrats, running as a
spurious and in fact collaborating opposition, were respectively allo-
cated 7 and 2 seats, supposedly for 213,500 and 51,000 votes. Yet this
series of affirmations of Communist power did not signal tranquillity.
The year was marked by many silent arrests of past and potential op-
ponents as well as by a long series of show trials of yet more National
Peasants, Liberals, military personnel, industrialists, students, clergy,
and Zionists. It also saw the purge of the veteran Justice Minister (since
the royal coup of August 1944) Pătrăşcanu and other “local” Commu-
nists by the high-riding “Muscovites.”25

Structurally, 1948 marked (1) the residual nationalization of min-
ing, banking, insurance, transportation, and the principal industries, (2)
the extension into wider fields of joint Soviet–Romanian corporations
(initiated in 1945), controlling important sectors of the Romanian econ-
omy under direct Soviet administration,26 (3) the organization of state
farms and machine tractor stations, signaling the next year’s launching
of the drive to collectivize agriculture, (4) the beginning of “state plan-
ning” for the entire economy, and (5) the standardization of the armed
forces to the Soviet model.

Finally, 1948 was also the year in which Romania became the sym-
bolic administrative center of European Communism, as the head-
quarters of the Cominform were transferred from Belgrade to Bucharest
in the aftermath of the rift between Tito and Stalin.

It remains now to make a comment on the British and American—
especially the American—role in the political developments of 1944 to
1948. The American stance, of repeatedly calling for a Romanian gov-
ernment that would be freely elected and truly representative as well
as friendly to the Soviet Union, was really a political contradiction, for
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these two qualifications were simply incompatible. Stalin, in his bluff
fashion, was more candid and consistent when he stated, “A freely
elected government in any of these countries would be anti-Soviet, and
that we cannot allow.”27 And the American political contradiction also
entailed a grave moral responsibility, for it falsely encouraged some anti-
Communist leaders to believe that their continued resistance would
have solid American support. Had the United States government hon-
estly conceded that it had no intention of incurring risks and sacrifices
to challenge Soviet hegemony over Romania, some of these anti-
Communists might have been able to save themselves, at least physi-
cally if not politically, while there was still time. Much has been writ-
ten about alleged British perfidy toward the “London” Poles during and
immediately after the war; but at least Churchill repeatedly (albeit
vainly) urged his Polish allies to come to terms with Stalin before it was
too late. This may not have been a particularly glorious page in British
diplomatic history, but it was morally less culpable than the American
posture in Romania and, as we shall see in the following section, Bul-
garia of misleadingly exposing its protégés to very severe reprisals by fos-
tering false hopes.

7
Whereas the Czechoslovak, Yugoslav, and Albanian Communist move-
ments emerged from World War II far stronger than they had been dur-
ing the interwar era, and the Polish, Hungarian, and Romanian Com-
munist parties emerged intrinsically still as weak as they had been and
utterly the creatures of their Soviet patrons, the Bulgarian Commu-
nists—uniquely in East Central Europe—emerged debilitated, a mere
shadow of the powerful force that they had been in the interwar
decades.28 Some reasons for this enfeeblement were noted in Chapter
2. And their first political assignment from their Soviet protectors after
the Fatherland Front Putsch of September 9, 1944—to popularize Bul-
garia’s belated military participation in the Soviet drive to clear the
Wehrmacht out of southeastern Europe—only compounded the Com-
munists’ difficulties. The Bulgarian public, recalling that in April 1941
the Macedonian and Thracian irredentas had been redeemed cost-free
under Axis sponsorship, now found it difficult to appreciate why it
should sacrifice 32,000 dead soldiers and pay enormous costs to main-
tain a “fraternal” Soviet occupation army for the privilege of returning
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these acquisitions (which it perceived as rightful) to Yugoslavia and
Greece—and without even gaining Allied cobelligerent status at the
peace table for its pains. Soviet permission to retain Southern Dobruja,
annexed from Romania in 1940, seemed poor compensation for these
sacrifices of 1944. At least Romania’s belated association with the So-
viet armies had regained it northern Transylvania. Bulgaria, however,
perceived itself to be a deep loser, and all the Communists’ efforts to
gild this bitter lily were in vain.

But though weak relative to their own erstwhile historical strength,
the postwar Bulgarian Communists were stronger than any of their com-
petitors, all of which were internally divided and none of which en-
joyed equivalently sustained Great Power patronage. These competi-
tors consisted of the minority sectors of the Agrarian and Social
Democratic parties and the Zveno group of intellectuals and reserve of-
ficers—the Communists’ three partners in the Fatherland Front—as
well as two urban bourgeois parties: the Democratic, which had op-
posed the country’s wartime affiliation with the Axis but had remained
aloof from the Fatherland Front, and the Radical, which, though not
in the wartime governments, had believed in German victory and thus
could be all the more easily blackmailed by the Communists into de-
serting the opposition at a suitable moment.29 The majority wings of
the Agrarian and Social Democratic parties, which had declined to en-
ter the wartime Fatherland Front, were now organizationally banned,
as were all other parties of the old center and right.

It may plausibly be argued that it was precisely due to these real
and perceived weaknesses of all the domestic players in the postwar Bul-
garian political game that it was played with such extraordinary feroc-
ity—even by conventional Balkan standards. The Communists’ purge
of their competitors started very early, was particularly violent, and was
especially comprehensive, while the political courage of their out-
standing opponents was also remarkably audacious and persistent. This
struggle proceeded through five chronologically overlapping, yet ana-
lytically discrete, phases: (1) the destruction of the institutional and po-
litical pillars of the royal regime, (2) the emasculation of the non-
Communist partners within the Fatherland Front, (3) the liquidation
of the hitherto formally tolerated opposition to the Communists, (4)
the internal purge of the Communist leadership cadres, and (5) full
Stalinization.

Immediately following September 9, 1944, Fatherland Front com-
mittees, working with a new militia and with the political-police appa-

Return to Diversity114

1822_e03_p74-123  9/20/99  11:38 AM  Page 114



ratus of the Interior Ministry (both dominated by Communists), pro-
ceeded to purge and monitor the formal governmental structure. This
process was accompanied by mass trials and executions of several thou-
sand real and alleged fascists-cum-war criminals, in the course of which
many personal and political scores were arbitrarily settled as the victims
ranged from the wartime regents, ministers, and parliamentary deputies
down to village mayors, policemen, and tax collectors. Rumor estimated
the number summarily executed at between 20,000 and 100,000.30

Even allowing for exaggeration at the upper margin of these rumors,
the entire process was so brutal and exaggerated as to provoke a deep
anti-Communist revulsion, leading to reconciliations in the divided
Agrarian and Social Democratic movements and hence to the emer-
gence of a more or less coordinated anti-Communist opposition within
and without the Fatherland Front.

In a maneuver resembling (albeit preceding) the Hungarian Com-
munists’ intervention to ensure that the Smallholder party’s leader be
the more pliable Ferenc Nagy rather than the stouter Dezső Sulyok
(see section 4), the Soviet deputy chairman of the Allied Control Com-
mission for Bulgaria, General Sergei S. Biryuzov, forced Georgi M.
Dimitrov to relinquish the leadership of the Bulgarian Agrarian Union
to Nikola Petkov in January 1945. Dimitrov (conventionally nicknamed
“Gemeto” after his initials and to distinguish him from a Communist
leader with the same given name) had spent the war years under British
protection in the Middle East and hence was suspect as too pro-
Western. But in Bulgaria, in contrast to the Hungarian scenario, the
maneuver backfired because Petkov, contrary to expectations, grew into
a tenacious adversary of the Communists’ drive to power, first inside
the Fatherland Front and then, following his expulsion from it after a
spurious, Communist-arranged palace coup in his own Agrarian Union
in May 1945, outside it. A similar manipulated self-mutilation was in-
flicted on the Social Democrats shortly thereafter. Thus already by the
autumn of 1945, the originally authentic wartime Fatherland Front
coalition had been rendered bogus.

Precisely because he was a genuine radical and a true believer in
Bulgarian–Russian friendship, Petkov’s resistance to the Communists
carried great moral authority. And because both his father and his older
brother had been the victims of political assassinations, he appeared to
be imbued with an almost fatalistic fearlessness. As his popularity and
the readership of his independent newspaper soared and Communist
morale correspondingly faltered in the autumn of 1945, Moscow felt

The Communists Come to Power 115

1822_e03_p74-123  9/20/99  11:38 AM  Page 115



constrained to intercede. First, the internationally renowned veteran
Bulgarian Communists Georgi Dimitrov and Vasil Kolarov, who for
over two decades had made their careers in the Soviet Union and the
Comintern apparatus, were dispatched back home to dim Petkov’s lus-
ter. Then, Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Vyshinsky spent January 9
to 12, 1946, in Sofia, pleading with Petkov and his independent Social
Democratic colleague Kosta Lulchev to reenter the Fatherland Front
government and thereby reburnish its tarnished legitimacy. It will be
recalled that a similar broadening of the Groza government in Roma-
nia was arranged at this time, following the Moscow Conference of the
Big Three foreign ministers, but in time proved merely cosmetic (see
section 6). Petkov and Lulchev were made of sterner stuff than their
Romanian counterparts, countering Vyshinsky’s petition with demands
for (1) the retroactive cancellation of parliamentary elections held the
previous November 18, which they had declared to be rigged and had
boycotted, and which the Fatherland Front declared itself to have won
with 88 percent of the ballots, and (2) the surrender by the Commu-
nists of the ministries of Interior and Justice, the key bureaucratic in-
struments of control and purge. The Bulgarian Communists were by
now so shaken by the public backlash to their manipulations and ex-
cesses that they were prepared to meet the opposition halfway, reluc-
tantly agreeing to yield to it the Justice portfolio and to let it designate
two undersecretaries in the Interior Ministry. But Moscow, perhaps con-
cerned that such concessions would prove contagious to Communist
morale elsewhere in East Central Europe, vetoed this tentative com-
promise in March 1946.

As Petkov and Lulchev were emphatically supported and encour-
aged by the American political representative in Bulgaria, Maynard
B. Barnes, their harassment eased temporarily, and the Communists
concentrated during the spring and summer of 1946 on purging their
Zveno allies and the army officer corps. The Zveno war minister was
dismissed on the pretext of his prewar professional contacts with the
Yugoslav Draža Mihajlović, who was being prepared for trial by the
Tito regime in Belgrade, and his functions were transferred to the cab-
inet as a whole. But he was gently reassigned to be envoy to Switzer-
land. The Zveno prime minister was downgraded to vice premier and
foreign minister, yet also physically spared. As long as the peace treaty
was not signed and Western diplomatic recognition had not been
granted, prudence suggested that the British and Americans not be
gratuitously irritated by a resumption of brutality. And Zveno recip-
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rocated by never defying the Communists, as had the Agrarians and
the Social Democrats.

Although terrorist excesses might be suspended, the Communists’
political drive to power continued apace. Two thousand officers of the
royal army were retired in the summer of 1946. On September 8 (the
anniversary eve of the Fatherland Front Putsch of 1944), a plebiscite
replaced the monarchy with a republic, the adolescent Tsar Simeon II
being exiled and compensated with a fairly generous gratuity of $20
million. The official results of this plebiscite were 92.3 percent for a re-
public, 4.8 percent to retain the monarchy, and 2.9 percent invalid bal-
lots. On October 27, 1946, a constituent assembly was elected to draft
a people’s democratic republican constitution, which was adopted on
December 4, 1947. Of the 465 seats at stake, the Fatherland Front won
366, of which 275 were assigned to the Communist party, and 91 to its
subordinate partners. During the next year, however, 27 of the non-
Communist Fatherland Front deputies defected to the opposition,
which had originally emerged from the elections composed of 89 Petkov-
ist Agrarians, 9 Lulchevist Social Democrats, and 1 independent. In
percentage terms, the Fatherland Front had claimed 70 percent of the
ballots for itself and conceded 30 percent to the opposition; this was
the largest proportion recorded for any real opposition in any postwar
East Central European election, and tended to support Petkov’s claim
that had the balloting been truly free, secret, and accurately counted,
he would have won with 60 percent popular support.

Now ensued a shameful Western failure of nerve. Even though as
late as November 4, 1946, Washington and London had endorsed
Petkov’s criticism of the elections’ procedural pollution through in-
timidation, even though he and Lulchev remained undaunted, and
even though fissures were now showing in the Fatherland Front as some
of the Communists’ hitherto tame allies were straddling and deserting,
the United States disarmed itself of its only leverage for influencing
Bulgarian domestic developments by signing the peace treaty on Feb-
ruary 10, the Senate then ratifying it on June 4, 1947. That was all the
Communists and the Soviets needed. The day after this American rat-
ification, Petkov was arrested on the floor of the parliament. His news-
paper had been shut since April through the sinister device of an os-
tensible printers’ strike. Tried during August in an atmosphere of
drummed-up hysteria on charges of criminal conspiracy to overthrow
the government, he was found guilty and hanged on September 23, his
body relegated to an unmarked grave. Prime Minister and Communist
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party leader Georgi Dimitrov, who had been the beneficiary of a world-
wide protest movement at the time of his trial in Nazi Germany in 1933
for having been allegedly involved in the burning of the Reichstag, now
had the odious taste to announce that, but for “provocative” British and
American protest notes, Petkov’s death sentence would have been com-
muted. Hardly was Petkov’s body cold in the ground than the Ameri-
cans extended formal diplomatic recognition and designated an am-
bassador to Bulgaria on October 1, 1947.

What was disgraceful in this episode was not Washington’s decision
to draw the “containment” line in this part of the world around Greece
and Turkey and to write off Bulgaria. That decision can be defended
as, on balance, prudent and rational. But not the failure to signal it in
time to Barnes in Sofia and to restrain him from fostering Petkov’s be-
lief that his American backing was solid—a belief that lured Petkov into
actions forfeiting his life.31

The rest was anticlimactic, though ruthless. Petkov’s Independent
Agrarian Union had been dissolved and its parliamentary mandates can-
celed immediately after his trial. With impressive pluck, the nine op-
position Social Democratic deputies still voted against the Fatherland
Front’s constitutional draft in December 1947 and against its proposed
budget in January 1948. They were arrested in July 1948 (one manag-
ing to flee to Turkey) and sentenced to long prison terms in Novem-
ber. In August, the puppet Social Democrats within the Fatherland
Front dissolved their nominally autonomous party and merged with the
Communist party. The previous month, the puppet Agrarian Union
within the Fatherland Front had announced its mutation from a “po-
litical” into an “educational” body. In early 1949, Zveno and the Rad-
ical party ended their own organizational existences altogether and dis-
solved themselves into the Fatherland Front as a whole, which soon
became simply a mass association encompassing virtually the entire
population.

At the end of 1948, over 60 percent of the national income was still
in private hands, even after some fairly extensive nationalizations dur-
ing the two preceding years. This changed with the launching and im-
plementation of two successive five-year plans starting on January 1,
1949. By the close of the 1950s, private ownership in industry and trade
had vanished, and agriculture had been completely collectivized. De-
spite the imposition of ferociously exacting labor discipline, productiv-
ity in many economic sectors remained below prewar levels. Yet even
during and after the post-Stalin “thaw,” the Bulgarian regime made
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fewer structural socioeconomic concessions to its peasantry and petite
bourgeoisie than did any other people’s democracy.

The death of Georgi Dimitrov on July 2, 1949, in Moscow occurred
in the midst of a bloody internal purge that devastated Bulgaria’s Com-
munist elite and cadres over the next year. This will be analyzed in
Chapter 4. By this time, Dimitrov’s standing in Stalin’s eyes was none
too secure, but his opportune demise facilitated the inauguration of a
cult-legend to his memory that functioned as both a tool in and a fig
leaf over this sanguinary purge.

8
In Albania, as in Yugoslavia, the Communist capture of political power
had been completed during the war (see Chapter 2, section 8). The
collateral structural transformation of this relatively backward society
was then pursued in January 1945 with the imposition of a confiscatory
“war profits tax” that crippled the small native bourgeoisie and the na-
tionalization of all Italian and German assets, whereby the country’s in-
dustrial and transportation stocks came into state ownership. The peas-
antry—the most numerous class—was conciliated, while the powerful
landowners were broken with a series of decrees canceling agricultural
debts, slashing land rents by three-quarters, and nationalizing water re-
sources. Yet though determined to consolidate their exclusive hold on
power, the Albanian Communists at this early stage still craved inter-
national, including British and American, recognition and respectabil-
ity. Among the cosmetic gestures that they arranged to elicit this legit-
imation were elections to a constitutent assembly, held on December
2, 1945, in which 89.8 percent of the eligible voters participated, of
whom 93.2 percent endorsed the uncontested list of the Communist-
controlled Democratic Front. As in the previous month’s elections in
Yugoslavia, particularly bold dissenters had the dubious option of the
“opposition urn.” On January 11, 1946, this assembly abolished the
monarchy of King Zog and proclaimed the people’s republic; on March
14, it adopted a constitution copied from the contemporaneous Yu-
goslav one, minus its federalism.

The triadic interaction within the Albanian Communist movement
of (1) the equivocal stabs toward earning recognition and possible aid
from Great Britain and the United States, (2) the emphatic linkage,
forged during the war, to Tito’s Yugoslavia, and (3) domestic politics,
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was quite complicated. The West, discounting the formal Albanian
gestures as transparently contradicted by the hard political reality of
the Communists’ heavy hand, sent signals that appeared to endorse
ongoing Greek aspirations to annex southern Albania (northern
Epirus). The Communists, predictably, now exploited this incipient
threat to present themselves as passionate protectors of Albanian na-
tional integrity, a pose that was, however, marred by their passive re-
turn to the Titoists of the Albanian-populated region of Yugoslavia
that the Axis had assigned to Albania in 1941. Compounding this am-
biguity was the fact that the Communists were already much weaker
among the Geg clans of north-central Albania (Abaz Kupi’s base dur-
ing the war), who had fraternal ties to the Albanians in Yugoslavia,
than among the southern Tosk Albanians, who were more threatened
by Greek revisionism. In effect, therefore, the Albanian Communists’
tight nexus to the Yugoslav Titoists, who were just then in a virtual
paroxysm of hypermilitancy and ultraradicalism, was proving to be a
double embarrassment, aggravating their international isolation and
alienating the northern population.

While the latter embarrassment was, in a sense,”resolved” by the
tried and tested techniques of terror and propaganda by which the Com-
munists imposed their authority on the north, the former one tore the
Communist party apart. One must appreciate that the Yugoslav em-
brace was so smothering that it isolated Albania even from other 
Communist-dominated countries, including the Soviet Union (which
in May 1946 declined to receive a top-level Albanian governmental del-
egation), as well as from the West. Only with Yugoslavia did Albania
have treaty relations (as of July 9, 1946), and the Yugoslav Communist
party even represented the Albanian one at the founding meeting of
the Cominform, held from September 22 to 27, 1947. Meanwhile, Yu-
goslav advisers and specialists were flooding into Albania’s administra-
tive and military cadres, while Yugoslav investments, loans, and mon-
etary and customs arrangements virtually annexed the economy. The
relationship became ironically reminiscent of the prewar one with Mus-
solini’s Italy. Nevertheless, one wing of the Albanian leadership, led by
Koçi Xoxe and composed mainly of men of working-class background,
had no reservations about this dependence and was even prepared to
take Albania into Yugoslavia as a seventh republic. The other wing, con-
sisting primarily of intelligentsia and led by Enver Hoxha and Sejfulla
Malëshova, wanted to pursue a more independent and broader course,
both internationally and domestically. In the winter of 1945/46, Xoxe
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liquidated Malëshova, with Hoxha acquiescing but uneasy. Hoxha’s op-
portunity to turn the tables came within the broader setting of Stalin’s
repudiation of Tito. An early hint of this was a state visit in December
1947 by Hoxha to Sofia, where, with Soviet approval but to Yugoslav
chagrin, he broke Albania’s diplomatic isolation by signing a treaty with
Bulgaria. Then, three days after the publication of Stalin’s (formally the
Cominform’s) repudiation of Tito on June 28, 1948, Hoxha denounced
all economic arrangements with Yugoslavia as being incompatible with
Albania’s sovereignty and ordered the Yugoslav personnel to leave
within forty-eight hours. The Soviet Union and several of its satellites
promptly compensated Albania for the forfeited Yugoslav aid with gen-
erous subsidies. Xoxe and his pro-Tito associates were stripped of their
governmental offices in October 1948, expelled from the party in No-
vember, and executed for treason on June 11, 1949. (Unlike other purge
victims in other people’s democracies, he was never posthumously ex-
onerated or rehabilitated.)

Stalin’s support thus enabled Hoxha not only to eliminate his 
personal domestic rivals, but also to gain for Albania a more power-
ful and more remote patron in exchange for a proximate and directly
threatening one. Stalin, reciprocally, gained a direct naval base in the
Mediterranean and the utter isolation of Tito within the world 
Communist movement. Interestingly, the lever that pried open both
the Yugoslav–Soviet and the Albanian–Yugoslav rifts was an amalgam
of nationalism and the craving of individuals for personal political
control.

Hoxha quickly became an adept student of Stalinist techniques of
rule. His regime became so oppressive and vindictive—albeit stoutly
committed to economic development and modernization—that West-
ern intelligence services assessed that it might be overthrown by sub-
version. But all their schemes (whose chances of success were, in any
event, quite dubious) were betrayed by the Soviet mole in the British
Secret Intelligence Service, H. A. R. (Kim ) Philby.32

9
Two generalizations—one historical and moral, the other political and
analytic—emerge as appropriate conclusions from and to this chapter.
The first is that the Communist capture of power, for all its imposition
by the Soviets, was greatly facilitated by the fact that, domestically, the
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Great Depression and World War II not only had destroyed the old po-
litical systems, but also had gravely weakened the old political classes
throughout East Central Europe. The Communist cadres that replaced
those traditional political classes initially capitalized on a widespread
craving for change, but quickly disillusioned, soured, and indeed re-
versed that very craving. They offended the societies over which they
ruled not so much by monopolizing power—after all, rule by “govern-
ment parties” was quite conventional in this part of the world—but by
abusing it beyond traditional or acceptable limits and by putting it at
the service of another state and society, the Soviet Union, in which they
appeared to place their ultimate loyalty. This impression seemed to be
corroborated by the purges of the late 1940s and early 1950s, which
will be treated in Chapter 4.

The second generalization is that, except in Yugoslavia and Al-
bania, the first postwar governments in the states of East Central Eu-
rope were coalitions, with the Communists formally but one of sev-
eral partners. Since it is difficult for trained Communists to be
members of a coalition without seeking to dominate it, they would
defend these coalitions against external critics while subverting them
from within. This subversion was facilitated by the fact that all these
coalitions were larger than they needed to be for reliable govern-
mental majorities. And it is a truism of political science that an over-
size multiparty coalition, in which some members are arithmetically
and politically superfluous, will be subject to strains as each mem-
ber maneuvers to avoid being targeted as redundant and to remain
among the surviving partners.33 Hypothetically, the Communists
might have been deemed expendable by smaller, tighter coalitions
of peasant, Socialist, and/or liberal parties. (In Hungary, indeed, the
Smallholders even emerged with an absolute majority from the elec-
tions of November 4, 1945.) But this contingency was a priori ex-
cluded by Soviet fiat. Given, then, the imposed indispensability of
the Communists, each of the other coalition partners tended to in-
sure itself against becoming the extruded party by muting its griev-
ances and postponing its demands, until either the moment was too
late or the issue chosen to make a stand was inappropriate. In the
process, many of these parties split into collaborating and opposition
fragments under the stress of these pressures and maneuvers—all grist
for the Communist mills. Finally, since the concepts of a loyal op-
position and an open society are alien to the Leninist-Stalinist mind-
set, it followed that, once they had broken their erstwhile coalition
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Memory in Post-Authoritarian Societies 

ANDREAS LANGENOHL

1. Transitions from Authoritarianism: Democratization and 
the Role of Memory 

The problem of how societies cope with the macro-criminal legacies of 
formerly authoritarian regimes and political orders has been in the focus 
of researchers since the middle of the twentieth century. It is intimately 
interwoven with questions about the necessary conditions for a successful 
construction of a post-authoritarian democratic order: first, how the in-
stitutional “transition from authoritarianism” can be secured, and second, 
how the new institutions can be culturally rooted (“democratic consolida-
tion”). In this context, questions of memory refer to judicial, political 
science, and sociological questions, as well as issues of democratic theory. 

Political scientists distinguish between at least three historical waves of 
democratization in the twentieth century. During the first wave, from the 
nineteenth century until after the end of World War One, European mon-
archies were overthrown or democratically transformed, yet this phase did 
not draw much attention to the question of how to remember the former 
regimes, although, as has become apparent in hindsight, biased memories 
of the war eventually contributed to the failure of the Weimar republic. 
The second wave of democratization set in after the end of World War 
Two. First, Germany, Italy, and Japan were defeated and then democra-
tized from outside. Later on, many colonies of the European empires in 
Africa and Asia achieved independence and aspired to a democratic order. 
In contrast to the first wave, the second was shot through with questions 
of how to assess and remember the macro-crimes associated with fascism 
and national socialism, but also with imperial colonialism from the very 
beginning. While in Germany this question was first mainly addressed as 
the problem of elite continuity in public administration and of individual 
guilt of leading Nazis in the Nuremberg (1946) and the Auschwitz trials 
(1963-66), in postcolonial societies it rapidly assumed also a cultural di-
mension, for example by taking issue with the cultural remnants of coloni-
alism such as the official language, arts canons, etc. The third wave of 
democratization encompassed Latin American, Asian, and Southern 
European countries (Portugal, Spain, and Greece) whose authoritarian 
regimes were overthrown in the course of the 1970s. It introduced the 
problem of a possible contradiction between politically pragmatic and 
juridical-morally just ways of addressing the past, as all three transitions 
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(and especially the Spanish one) were accompanied by impunity for the 
perpetrators on the part of the democratic regime (Arenhövel 96-102). 
While this strategy was legitimate insofar as it aimed at the successful 
completion of the democratic transition, it also triggered reproaches by 
the victims of authoritarianism and therefore kept the authoritarian legacy 
on the agenda (cf. Roht-Arriaza). This problematic dimension has become 
the defining feature of the latest wave (which some subsume under the 
third wave), that of state-socialist societies in the 1980s and of the Repub-
lic of South Africa in 1994. These transitions are characterized by the 
dilemma of combining justice in a legal and a moral sense with the neces-
sity of political and social integration of former victims and perpetrators 
alike (cf. Tucker). 

There are several ways in which non-democratic orders can cease to 
exist, all of which impact upon the challenges to a successful completion 
of the transition, which is known as “democratic consolidation” and 
loosely defined as the achievement of acceptance of the new democratic 
institutions in the political socio-culture, that is, in attitudes and opinions 
toward political objects. It goes without saying that these ways, which will 
be discussed below, are ideal types and that most empirical cases represent 
mixed types. 

Defeat from Outside: The case of post-war Germany stands for the clas-
sical example of the overthrowing of authoritarianism through interna-
tional intervention. On the level of institution building, this greatly con-
tributed to a rapid development of democratic institutions through 
denazification, import of institutions, and international control. On the 
cultural level, because of the lack of resistance among the population, it 
has been notoriously problematic for many Germans to identify with the 
overcoming of the authoritarian regime. This is exemplarily epitomized by 
the repeated debates in Germany about whether May 1945 symbolizes a 
liberation or a defeat. Revolution and Resistance from Within: Many cases of 
the third and the fourth waves of democratization represent the second 
type of transition from authoritarianism, whereby it is political groups 
and/or broad strata of the population that rise against the authoritarian 
order. Here there is a chance that the end of authoritarianism becomes 
part of the new democracy’s foundational narrative. The challenges for a 
democratic consolidation arise from the dilemma that perpetrators and 
victims have different interests. If perpetrators or their supporters still 
hold influential positions in society (as happened after the end of the dic-
tatorships in Chile and Argentina, cf. Arenhövel 81-95; Nino), the post-
authoritarian government sees itself exposed to pressure to advocate im-
punity; if it does so, though, victims or their representatives will reproach 
the government for continuing the authoritarian legacy. Consequently the 
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new democratic order is in danger of lacking either the support of power-
ful interest groups or public legitimacy. Negotiated Change: Many cases of 
former state-socialist countries, but also the Republic of South Africa, 
function as examples for a transition negotiated between representatives 
of the old regime and the protesters. For instance, in Poland and Hungary 
“round tables” were implemented in 1988 and 1989 comprising partici-
pants from the Communist system and civil society. The most extreme 
case of a negotiated change, close to a change from above, is the political 
transition from the Soviet Union to the Russian Federation, where protest 
movements and civil society activities did not play as much a role as 
ideological conflicts and power struggles among members of the political 
elite. Negotiated transitions have the advantage that many issues between 
old and new orders may be solved or at least postponed into the future, 
thus enabling a smooth transition and a comparably high general support 
for the new order in the initial stage. At the same time, though, compro-
mises can be reached only at the expense of those groups most victimized 
by the authoritarian regime, the consequence being that their expectable 
protests against the negotiations’ outcomes will be rendered in public as 
dysfunctional for democratic consolidation. After the U.S.S.R. had van-
ished, in Russia many protagonists of the radical anti-system movement of 
the late 1980s (the society “Memorial,” for example) were reproached for 
holding maximalist positions, which led to a decrease in public attention 
and the organization’s aims to advocate the cause of the victims of mass 
repressions and to keep their memory alive. 

The international contexts of transitions to democracy play a role as 
regulatory framework, whose presence or absence can be decisive in re-
gard to the success of the transition, and as cultural frame of reference. 
International impact has led to the demise of many authoritarian regimes 
in the twentieth century, such as the fascist regimes in Europe and that of 
Japan. Later, international pressure—by individual state actors, by inter-
national organizations such as the United Nations, or by supranational 
units like the European Community and later the European Union—was 
decisive in initiating transitions, most notably in South Africa, in some of 
the new states in the territory of former Yugoslavia, and in the thus far 
failed transitions to democracy in Afghanistan and Iraq. Furthermore it 
can be hypothesized that certain institutional strategies to come to terms 
with a criminal past—in particular, Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(cf. 2)—are being internationally diffused as best-practice models and thus 
becoming part of a global institutional environment for coping with mass 
atrocities. 

The international and transnational context is also important in its 
quality as a frame of reference for memory practices. Since the 1990s 



Andreas Langenohl 166

some notable developments pointing to an internationalization of memory 
have taken place. First, as Levy and Sznaider have argued, the Holocaust 
has by now acquired a global meaning as a point of reference symbolizing 
that which people all over the world should avoid permitting under any 
circumstances. The international and especially the European dimension 
of Holocaust memory crystallized, for instance, in the 2002 “Stockholm 
International Forum on the Holocaust,” which convened state represen-
tatives and government officials from more than forty countries, who 
passed a joint declaration condemning the massive atrocities and apolo-
gizing for the part that their nations played in bringing them about. Sec-
ond, in Europe (including Russia) there are attempts to frame the memory 
of World War Two not only as part of national history but also of a com-
mon European history. This became evident on the occasion of the sixti-
eth anniversary commemorations of D-Day and May 9 in 2004 and 2005, 
which were conducted with the participation of many European state 
leaders and the Russian president. However, the European context of 
commemoration also creates new political schisms or deepens existing 
ones which have their roots also in history. This is clearly demonstrated by 
the boycott of the Victory Day celebrations in Moscow on May 9, 2005 by 
the presidents of the Baltic republics, who rejected the interpretation of 
Russia/the U.S.S.R. as the liberator of Europe. 

2. Transitional Justice: Reckoning with a Macro-Criminal Past 

As transition to democracy involves also the return to the legal state, in 
post-authoritarian contexts the question inevitably arises of how to deal 
with the macro-crimes in a legal perspective. The Nuremberg trials were a 
milestone in this regard, because they created the option of establishing an 
international legal court grounded on moral and/or ethical notions like 
“human rights violations,” “crimes against humanity,” or “war crimes.” 
These legal bodies avoid the difficulty of applying national law retroac-
tively and thus violating the legal maxim nulla poena sine lege, but are them-
selves faced with the problem of being recognized as legitimate which, as 
the International Criminal Court shows, is not the case among all nations. 

What can be gained from transitional justice is the clear identification 
of victims and perpetrators, the validity of which is emphasized by legal 
sanctions (punishments, compensations, etc.). Furthermore, if the criteria 
of formality and political independence are met and broadly acknowl-
edged, transitional justice stands in for an unbiased coping with the past. 
Legal courts thus can contribute to making the reckoning with the past 
more transparent and to equipping it with legitimacy gained from proces-
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sual rationality. The main limit to juridical approaches to coming to terms 
with a macro-criminal past is that those crimes, taking into consideration 
the conditions of their emergence, do not resemble individual crimes on a 
mass scale but collective crimes. That is, they would not have taken place 
without the implicit support, and thus co-responsibility, of a large part of 
the population (“bystanders”). In addition, considerable parts of the 
population may have been systematically profiting from the crimes against 
other groups, an example being the white English-speaking citizens of the 
Republic of South Africa who, as a rule, did not directly participate in the 
subjugation of the Black majority but profited from it.  

Nazi Germany is the paradigmatic example for the structure of macro-
crimes, as the mass murder of the European Jews would not have oc-
curred without the passivity, silent and not-so-silent affirmation, and 
profiteering of broad strata of the German population. Vice versa, indi-
vidual responsibility may be hard to fix in the case of collective macro-
crimes, as the example of the former Soviet Union shows: Although the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union undoubtedly was a part of the sys-
tem of mass repressions, the degree to which a given individual can be 
held responsible for the consequences of his/her actions cannot easily be 
established. Both these features of macro-crimes in authoritarian contexts 
put obstacles in the path of the juridical coping with the past, because they 
cast doubt on individual guilt and responsibility as exclusive or even major 
principles of approaching macro-crimes. 

As the legal system operates within the limits set by legislation, it is 
always possible for the latter to circumscribe the activities of the former. 
For instance, the general amnesty passed in Spain in 1977 put an end to 
the persecution of the former regime’s representatives as well as of those 
of the opposition (Arenhövel 96-101). In many Latin American countries 
amnesties and impunity were part of the negotiated changes. Also, pro-
viding compensation for the victims usually requires that a compensation 
law be passed. Therefore the legitimacy of juridical solutions for a macro-
criminal heritage depends to a high degree on the inclination of political 
representatives to engage in such solutions. 

The degree to which individual countries differ with respect to em-
ploying juridical means for approaching authoritarian macro-crimes can be 
illustrated with the following examples (cf. Elster). The focus on a perse-
cution of perpetrators has led, for instance, to a thorough “lustration” of 
former members of the Communist Party in the Czech Republic, while in 
Poland the negotiated character of the transition shifted the focus to a so-
called policy of the “thick line” (Arenhövel 102-04). The rehabilitation and 
compensation of victims can also be quite variegated. While rehabilitation 
can in principle be passed by law without examining each individual case 
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(as happened in Russia in regard to lawsuits which had violated already 
Soviet law), compensation usually requires a time-consuming process in 
which the individual has to prove that he/she has been impaired, with the 
danger of becoming victimized a second time. Thus, while juridical re-
sponses to authoritarian heritages are an indispensable part of any transi-
tion to democracy, they cause their own problems and are in no way suffi-
cient for the establishment of a stable democratic order. 

These problems have triggered responses: Since the 1970s there have 
been numerous attempts to set up Truth and Reconciliation Commissions 
(TRCs). The term came from the Republic of South Africa’s TRC, but has 
been extended to comparable ones in, for instance, Argentina, Chile, 
Paraguay, Peru, and Sierra Leone (cf. Kritz). These commissions have 
been conceptualized as an answer to challenges in post-authoritarian so-
cieties which cannot be coped with by means of justice alone. This con-
cerns in particular the contradiction between the political imperative to 
integrate a society in transition—victims, perpetrators, bystanders, and 
profiteers—and the ethical, social, and juridical imperatives to do justice 
to victims and to indict perpetrators.  

The example of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion, headed by Bishop Desmond Tutu, highlights features and conse-
quences of those institutions (cf. Boraine and Levy). The Commission’s 
declared aim was not to persecute perpetrators or compensate victims but 
to publicly acknowledge the victims’ suffering and to establish this as a 
cornerstone of post-authoritarian national identity. Proceeding from the 
diagnosis that the South African nation needed a symbolic bond integrat-
ing the formerly antagonistic social groups, the potentially disturbing ef-
fects of a merely juridical coping with the past was to be absorbed by a 
public vindication of the suffering of victims and a public apology by the 
perpetrators. Under the condition that perpetrators publicly listened to the 
narratives of their victims and accepted their own guilt, they could be 
exempted from being legally charged. This procedure was supposed to 
contribute to recasting apartheid’s representation in a series of publicly 
vindicated individual stories of suffering and institutionalized practices of 
repenting, thus promoting national reconciliation. However, the Commis-
sion was also criticized for pardoning perpetrators and not contributing to 
changing the social and political inequalities that had constituted apart-
heid. Thus, although TRCs are set up as a response to the juridical sys-
tem’s incapacity to resolve the social and moral tensions inherited from 
the authoritarian political order, they may threaten to annul the merits of a 
juridical ascription of individual responsibilities for macro-crimes. 
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3. Collective Memory and Post-Authoritarian 
Democratic Consolidation 

The representation of macro-crimes impacts not just upon the transition 
from authoritarianism but also upon the consolidation of a democratic 
political culture. In 1946 the German philosopher Karl Jaspers published a 
small booklet on “The Question of Guilt” (Die Schuldfrage) with a view to 
the German macro-crimes committed during national socialism. He dif-
ferentiated between four categories of guilt, which still serve as a guideline 
to link juridical attempts to come to terms with the past with collective 
and societal ways of dealing with it. According to Jaspers, individual guilt 
can be juridically coped with and is thus termed “criminal guilt.” By con-
trast, “political guilt” refers to crimes committed in the name or on behalf 
of one’s political collectivity (nation, for example), in which case a respon-
sibility for the consequences of the crimes may be expected of all mem-
bers of the collectivity in question. “Moral guilt” is a commitment toward 
“anybody with a human face” that befalls people in reaction to macro-
crimes, and can best be analogized with the concept of shame. Finally, 
“metaphysical guilt” describes a relationship toward instances transcend-
ing the worldly orders (for instance, God).  

This differentiation between different types of guilt highlights the dif-
ferent levels at stake in analyzing the impact of macro-crimes on post-
authoritarian political culture. The concept of “political guilt,” for in-
stance, identifies as the flip side of social and political integration in mod-
ern “imagined communities” (Benedict Anderson) the responsibility for 
crimes done on behalf of the collectivity one is ascribed to. Claiming po-
litical membership in an imagined community, thus, is coincidental with 
agreeing to be held politically responsible for atrocities committed in the 
name of it. “Moral guilt,” in turn, might be described as a possible moti-
vation to work against mass atrocities wherever in the world they happen 
so that “the traumatic contemplation of absolute horror and absolute 
disregard of the fundamental norms of civilization can engender an ethics 
transcending the boundaries of a single nation” (Dubiel 218-19). 

In the initial stage of transition, negotiations between representatives 
of the old and of the new regime may be instrumental in stabilizing the 
first years of the new democratic order. Thus it has been argued that the 
silence about the Nazi past in West Germany of the 1950s and 1960s 
helped root the young democratic order in the political socio-culture be-
cause it kept disintegrative tendencies from the agenda. However, once 
the democratic institutions have acquired a certain acceptance in society, 
silence about the past crimes may become dysfunctional and/or result in 
social conflicts over interpretations (Bergmann). This was the case in the 
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1960s in West Germany when young educated people accused their par-
ents of remaining silent about Germany’s Nazi past (Schwan). Similar 
processes are currently happening in Spain, where in the 1970s the deci-
sion was made to pardon state perpetrators and those members of the 
opposition who were involved in crimes. The swing from silence to public 
acknowledgement may strengthen a democracy’s political culture instead 
of undermining the legitimacy of its institutions. 

A peculiar obstacle to the emergence of democratic consolidation may 
be the memory of a glorious past, if it cannot be calibrated with that of a 
scornful past. This is the peculiarity, for instance, of post-Soviet public 
memory in Russia, where representations of the victory over Nazi Ger-
many and fascist Europe tend to go along with rigid denials of the atroci-
ties associated with Stalinism, while conversely those insisting on the 
memory of the GULag automatically expose themselves to the reproach 
of “betraying” the national memory (cf. Langenohl).  

4. The Memory of Macro-Crimes in Late-Modern 
Democratic Societies 

Since the 1990s, the issue of how to remember macro-criminal pasts has 
had an impact on democratic theory and theories of societal integration, 
the reason being that the problem of remembering collective crimes and 
atrocities probes some taken-for-granted assumptions about how democ-
ratic societies are held together on the symbolic level. During this period, 
instances of public apologies by statesmen and other political representa-
tives of democratic countries have rapidly increased. Apart from Ger-
many, this has involved representatives of European countries that had 
witnessed some form of collaboration with Nazi Germany, and also the 
president of the United States, who apologized for the atrocities associ-
ated with slavery. Along with these public apologies, there are ongoing 
discussions about how to represent such a past, be it in museums, in 
school and education, in historiography, or in public space. Apologizing, 
which on the level of human interactions can be regarded a basic mode of 
continuing a relationship that has been put under stress through reaf-
firming and renegotiating responsibilities and agency, seems to slowly be 
establishing itself as a way of symbolic governance on national and inter-
national levels. 

This observation bears varying interpretations. First, in terms of his-
tory it indicates that most of today’s democratic societies are built upon 
some sort of massive atrocity. This holds, of course, first of all for Ger-
many, whose democratic order was imposed from outside and whose 
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constitution (Grundgesetz) is a direct response to the macro-crimes com-
mitted against Jews, homosexuals, or Sinti and Roma. Still, it is also true, if 
to a lesser degree, for other countries whose history is bound up with that 
of Nazi Germany or features other macro-crimes, as in the formerly state-
socialist or in some Latin American societies. 

Second, in terms of memory the above observation illustrates that 
there are no unchallenged representations of the collective (especially the 
national) past anymore. Each particular representation of the past can be 
taken issue with on the grounds that it excludes certain groups. Thereby it 
is especially the accusation of remaining silent about the atrocities done to 
certain groups that can have a scandalizing effect and shatter hegemonic 
memory narratives. Therefore, public apologies can also be seen as reac-
tions to the pluralization of memories and the increasing challenges that 
all-encompassing foundational narratives about history face. 

Third, as the pluralization of modern societies does not leave much 
room for the articulation of a foundational narrative, recent developments 
in democratic theory hold that the memory of past macro-crimes done on 
behalf of one’s own political collectivity might serve as a last resort for the 
symbolic-political integration of highly differentiated and increasingly 
transnational societies (Arenhövel 134). According to this approach, it is 
increasingly difficult to gain integrative impulses from a glorious past as 
such representations are very likely to be publicly challenged. By contrast, 
the representation of an ambiguous or even outspokenly criminal past 
may turn out to be functional for symbolic integration at the societal level, 
because it opens up the possibility of a negativistic mode of collective 
identification—late-modern political collectivities might find it easier to 
establish what they do not want to do to each other and to articulate 
“avoidance imperatives” (Dubiel 220; cf. also Booth) than to say what 
they essentially are.  

Fourth, and more pessimistically, recent studies have turned toward 
the notion of “cultural trauma” (Alexander et al.; Giesen) in order to de-
scribe the longue durée effects of mass atrocities on social cohesion and 
democratic stability (see also Kansteiner and Weilnböck, this volume). 
According to these accounts, groups that have been massively victimized 
are subject to cultural trauma, as are those whose members who have 
committed macro-crimes: the former because the mechanism of intergen-
erational handing-down of traditions and value orientations has suffered a 
severe rupture, the latter because representations of their history shuttle 
between a massive distancing from the macro-criminal past and a notori-
ous denial of it. Democratic theory will have to concentrate on empirical 
instances of remembrances of past macro-crimes in order to pinpoint the 
relationship between those memories’ potential to increase the awareness 
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for fundamental human rights violations on a global level and their power 
to keep victims and perpetrators of macro-crimes encapsulated in their 
national histories.  
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Memory and Politics 

ERIK MEYER

Political science mainly focuses on aspects of memory culture insofar as it 
understands itself as a discipline contributing to the foundation of democ-
ratic conditions. According to this agenda and considering the success of 
parliamentarian democracy as a form of government on a global scale, this 
approach does not deal with the normality of political systems. It rather 
concentrates on the special case of regime change, which generally causes 
a confrontation with the previous regime: Wherever an abrupt transfor-
mation from pre-democratic, autocratic, or dictatorial regimes to democ-
ratic governance takes place, there is the necessity to come to terms with 
the past. The notion of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, currently used to name 
this process in the German discussion, is nevertheless controversial. In the 
course of the debate, the connection established between this term and 
the historical context has been transformed. Formerly only meant to sig-
nify Germany’s ethical dealing with the Nazi past, Vergangenheitsbewältigung
has turned into a generic term, referring to the abolition of dictatorship 
and its replacement with democratic institutions. It refers to those activi-
ties that societies and states which are committed to the principles of de-
mocracy and human rights unfold when they grapple with the crimes and 
the dictatorial past of the predecessor regime (König, Kohlstruck, and 
Wöll). Questions of guilt and responsibility are not only treated in their 
political and penal-juridical dimension, but also discussed in their moral 
and meta-physical facet. Whereas studies in democratic theory address 
these dimensions in their entirety, empirical investigations tend to examine 
institutional measures of the perpetrator-victim relationship taken by the 
executive, the legislative, and the judiciary. 

1. Transitional Justice and Political Culture 

At the international level, the subject is discussed under the term “transi-
tional justice” and explored in historical comparative perspective (Bara-
hona de Brito, Gonzaléz-Enriquez, and Aguilar; Elster; Kritz; see also 
Langenohl, this volume). Various measures concerning specific groups of 
persons—be they penal sanction, disqualification, or rehabilitation as well 
as material compensation—are tied to the temporal proximity to the fallen 
regime: They only make sense if they take place during the lifetime of 
victims and perpetrators. This dimension in a broader sense affects the 
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The Authoritarian Past and
Contemporary Greek Democracy
Dimitri A. Sotiropoulos

In Greece after the 1974 democratic transition the Karamanlis government prioritised
political stability and foreign policy issues over transitional justice. The punitive process in
the army was extensive, while in the police, the gendarmerie, the justice system and the

universities the process was less comprehensive. Greek socialists demanded a more
thoroughgoing ‘cleansing’ of the state apparatus than some Greek communists. In the

following decades, public opinion research showed a variety of responses towards the junta
of 1967–74, including confusion about the facts of the authoritarian period and a decline

in the rejection of authoritarianism.

Keywords: Transitional Justice; Authoritarian Legacies; Democratic Transition; Political

Parties; Collective Memory; Greece

Compared with Portugal and Spain, which embarked on the transition to democracy

at approximately the same time (mid-1970s), Greece has had a different experience of

transitional justice and authoritarian legacies. With respect to transitional justice, the

trials and purges of the Greek junta’s leaders and collaborators lasted for a relatively

short period (autumn 1974 to late 1975). These actions were comparatively extensive,

since the ‘cleansing’ of state institutions included the army, the police, the gendar-

merie, the universities and the justice system as well as central and local government.

From a comparative perspective, the sanctions imposed on the protagonists of the

breakdown of democracy were severe, even though accomplices, such as members of

the authoritarian cabinets between 1967 and 1974 and the junta’s rank and file—

including torturers—received mild treatment from the courts.
In terms of authoritarian legacies, in post-dictatorial Greece—unlike in Portugal and

Spain—the King and the armed forces were completely excluded from national politics

very soon after the rupture of July 1974. In Spain the King continued to play a major role

in democratisation, even after the first phase of the transition ended (1975–77), while in

Portugal the role of the army during the first five years of the transition that began in

1974 cannot be underestimated. In Greece, the referendum of December 1974 led to the

abolition of the monarchy and the instauration of a republic. The army was
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delegitimised, not only because of its role in bringing down democracy in April 1967,
but also because of its humiliation in the Cyprus debacle of July 1974, when war

mobilisation and resistance against the Turkish invasion of Cyprus proved impossible.
In addition, the government of national unity led by the conservative Prime

Minister, Constantine Karamanlis, dealt with pro-junta army officers in an efficient
way that resulted in the Greek armed forces returning to the barracks for good. Clearly,

the new role of the armed forces was prescribed by the very tense relations between
Greece and Turkey throughout the transition and consolidation period (1974–81).

The authoritarian legacies in the Greek party system were weak, and the constellation
of political parties after 1974 did not include any extreme right-wing political party
that was supportive of the ousted regime. There were two short-lived exceptions—the

National Democratic Union (EDE—Ethnike Demokratike Enosis), which dissolved
after it obtained only one per cent of the vote in the 1974 elections, and the National

Front (EP—Ethnike Parataxis), which dissolved after obtaining seven per cent of the
vote in 1977. The other political parties—ranging from the centre-right to the

communist left—were firmly against the Colonels’ regime. The majority of these
parties adopted a moderate stance on the issue of transitional justice, the processes of

which were initiated by individual citizens and later by the Karamanlis government
(1974–77). Resistance organisations and the left-wing press demanded ‘de-
juntification’. In other words, during the transition Greek society pressed for the

administration of transitional justice and the conservative government followed suit.
Nevertheless, authoritarian legacies in the collective memory seemed to evaporate

quickly. According to public opinion research in 1985, conducted a decade after the
purges and trials, Greeks were shown to have a short memory of history. In the eyes of the

public, the rejection of the Colonels’ regime was not wholesale and, as we will see below, a
share of the sample could not remember major facts and figures of the 1967–74 period.

These trends were intensified in the 1990s, as a second survey demonstrated, and there
was a gradual effacement of the collective memory of the junta particularly among the

younger age groups and conservative voters (Kafetzis 1999).
Here I shall first discuss the peculiarities of the Colonels’ regime, stressing the

conditions under which it fell from power. I will then focus on how transitional justice

was implemented and how political parties reacted to it, before finally presenting
findings of surveys on the Greek collective memory with respect to the regime. Data

have been collected from archives of three Athenian newspapers (Ta N1́a [The News ],
H Aygń [Dawn ] and Pizospásth6 [Radical ]) and the available secondary literature

in Greek and English, including published survey data. Use has also been made of
open-ended interviews with two members of the left-wing resistance to the junta who

participated in the 1973 student uprising.

The Colonel’s Regime and Transition to Democracy

While the 1974 transition to democracy in Greece shared with the Portuguese and

Spanish transitions typical problems of democratisation, such as how and to what
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extent to distribute transitional justice and to impart political legitimacy to the new
democratic regime, the context of transition was different. Although the breakdown of

Greek democracy in April 1967 can be compared to similar developments in other

parts of the world at approximately the same time (Brazil 1964, Argentina 1966, Chile
1973),1 the Greek coup d’état of April 1967 was not initially accompanied by violent

conflict and did not result in a long-lasting dictatorship. The death toll in the days
immediately following the military intervention remains unknown, but it must have

been relatively low.
In the beginning the junta was probably tolerated rather than supported by the

middle and upper strata that had in the past identified with the anti-communist
political class who had ruled the country since the end of the civil war in 1949.

However, as the years passed after 1967 the number of people imprisoned or exiled—

particularly from among left-wing voters—rose above 7,000. The final count of the
victims of the Polytechnic School uprising of November 1973 is also unknown, as is

the number of those tortured by the military police, the civil police and the
gendarmerie. This student uprising against the junta in 1973 did not cause the fall of

the Colonels’ regime, but did contribute to its delegitimisation. In November 1973,
immediately after the events of the Polytechnic School uprising, a coup took place

within the junta (with the fall from power of Colonel George Papadopoulos and rise of

Brigadier Dimitrios Ioannides). The new junta hardened oppression and alienated any
remaining conservative supporters of the regime (Danopoulos 1984; Meletopoulos

1996; Athanassatou, Righos & Seferiades 1999; Veremis 1999).
The fall of the regime was due to failure in war. In July 1974 the Greek junta

attempted to install a military regime in Cyprus. The Turkish government, arguing this
would endanger the Turkish Cypriot minority on the island, invaded. The military

conflict was brief, as the Greek armed forces were unable to react, and soon the Turkish
army had occupied 40 per cent of the island. As a result of the Cyprus debacle the junta

in Athens called in conservative politicians to save the situation. These conservatives

then invited Constantine Karamanlis to return from exile in Paris. The former leader
of post-war conservative executives formed a government of national unity that ruled

from July to November 1974 (Psomiades 1982; Diamandouros 1986). This transition
government consisted of ministers from the conservative and centrist parties of the

pre-1967 period—the National Radical Union (ERE—Ethnike Rizospastike Enosis)
and the Centre Union (EK—Enosis Kentrou)—as well as younger cadres selected from

among the members of the resistance that had rallied around the social democratic

New Forces (Nees Dynameis).
One of the new government’s first moves was to legalise the Communist Party of

Greece (KKE—Kommunistiko Komma Elladas), which had been outlawed since the
civil war. General elections to the parliament took place just a few months after the

turnover, and in November 1974 Karamanlis won a landslide victory with his newly
founded centre-right party, New Democracy (ND—Nea Dimokratia). A referendum

that led to the abolition of the monarchy was held the following month, a new
constitution being passed in June 1975. During the years immediately following the
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transition, Karamanlis’s government, which was preoccupied with foreign policy and
defence issues, such as the conflict with Turkey and preparations for the country’s

accession to the European Community (EC), highly valued the stability of the new
democratic regime (Diamandouros 1986; Voulgaris 2001). These priorities go some

way towards explaining the rapidity of the Greek transition, which was particularly
underscored by the initially hesitant but then swift evolution of developments on the

transitional justice front.

The Administration of Transitional Justice in Post-authoritarian Greece

At first the Greek government was reluctant to begin any transitional justice process

(Alivizatos & Diamandouros 1997, pp. 37–39). The reluctance to administer
transitional justice against segments of the military in a period in which war with a
neighbouring country could break out at any moment can be understood in the

context of tense Graeco-Turkish relations. In addition to the priorities outlined above,
the government also had to consider the possibility of a reaction from the armed

forces, within which the junta still had pockets of support, in the event of a purge, and
this fear held the new democratic government back.

To these reasons for the initially hesitant ‘cleansing’ of the state apparatus of
personnel who had served the Colonels, one has to add the erstwhile ideological

affinity between some members of Karamanlis’s post-1974 cabinets and the junta’s
military officials. The former, that is, the traditionalist ministers, had been cadres of

the pre-1967 conservative political elite, represented by Karamanlis’s post-war
conservative National Radical Union (ERE—Ethnike Rizospastike Enosis).
The Colonels had risen through the military hierarchy during the post-civil-war

period (1949–67), during which time the conservative political class, the army, the
security forces and the King shared a strongly nationalist and anti-communist

ideology and closely monitored the parliamentary regime (Mouzelis 1978; Alivizatos
1979; Fleischer 2006).

In other words, the post-1974 Karamanlis governments were in no hurry to pursue
the administration of transitional justice. Nevertheless, once the first lawsuit against

the Colonels was launched by a private individual in September 1974 and particularly
after an aborted military putsch in February 1975, the government followed suit. This
policy shift may be explained by the fact Karamanlis realised that without purging the

armed forces his hands would be tied for a long time. It may also be explained by
the public outcry about the fact the junta’s ringleaders had not been apprehended in

the wake of the Cyprus debacle. Karamanlis was a conservative politician, but he could
sense the tide had turned to the left. In contrast to his earlier term as prime minister

(1955–63), he now became more responsive to the dominant trends in society.
Indeed, for a long time after 1974, and despite the majority of the electorate voting for

the conservative ND in the November 1974 elections, left-wing and anti-Western
political ideas dominated Greek society well into the 1980s. Initiating the process of

transitional justice was a complicated task containing moral and practical aspects.
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Between 1967 and 1974 large segments of the armed forces, civil service, universities
and the justice system acquiesced rather than collaborated with the regime. In this

respect Greece was no exception to the pattern that had emerged in other countries

under authoritarian rule. As a consequence, the post-1974 regime faced three
challenges that were common to all post-authoritarian regimes.

Firstly, it was not evident how wide the circle of people implicated in punitive
processes would be. In addition to an unknown number of top- and middle-ranking

military and police officers, gendarmes, cabinet ministers, prefects, mayors and
managers of public enterprises, one has to think of the rank and file who actively

participated in the seizure of public buildings, such as parliament, and who tortured
opponents of the junta. Secondly, in some instances of wrongdoing no specific

criminal law had been transgressed.2 For example, given the legal principle of nullum

crimen nulla poena sine lege (no crime, no punishment without a previous penal law),
it was problematic to prosecute torturers if torture was not specifically included in the

provisions of criminal law. Thirdly, when those implicated were found guilty by the
court, it was difficult to draw a line distinguishing between more and less severe

sentences for those convicted. Since for the victims the pain, loss and humiliation
inflicted by the junta were immeasurable, no penalty could compensate for what they

had experienced.
The Karamanlis government decided on the swift and measured administration of

transitional justice (Sotiropoulos 2007). Even though the justice system was formally

independent from the executive branch of government, it soon became clear that the
government was able to set the tone of the punitive processes and, as we shall see

below, even to amend the sentences imposed. The combination of three variables—
Karamanlis’s own priorities with regard to the Graeco-Turkish conflict, political

stability and the country’s accession to the EC; the periodic, underground stirring of
pro-junta elements in the military which lasted from August 1974 to February 1975;

and the lenience of the judges in most trials—all resulted in a significant proportion of

possible culprits being left unpunished, the remainder being dealt with somewhat less
than harshly. In August 1974, less than a month after the transition, the government of

national unity retired the head of the joint chiefs of staff and the head of the army—
the two most senior officers in the army—and the junta’s strongman, Brigadier

Ioannides. In September the government issued legislation that affected the junta’s
collaborators in the universities and the justice system. Professors who had been hired

in the period 1967–74 to fill the posts of academics who had been fired by the junta

were to be screened by a committee established by the Ministry of Education for this
purpose. In the following months, sanctions were imposed on 92 professors (39 of

whom eventually lost their positions), while judges who had been purged by the junta
because of their democratic beliefs were reintegrated into the judiciary. A total of

23 judges who had collaborated with the junta were punished, either by being demoted
or by being forced into retirement (Pikramenos 2002, p. 306).

The purges also proceeded in other institutions. During September 1974, 17 police
officers were dismissed and all mayors who had been appointed to the municipalities

South European Society and Politics 453

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

H
ar

va
rd

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
7:

12
 0

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 



by the Colonels were removed from office, as were lawyers who had been appointed to
directorships within the bar associations, directors of state-run media and managers of

public enterprises and agricultural cooperatives (Woodhouse 1985, p. 170;

Hadjivassiliou 2000, p. 302). In October 1974, five of the junta’s top military
officials—the three protagonists of the April 1967 coup, George Papadopoulos,

Nicolaos Makarezos and Stylianos Pattakos, and two prominent junta officials, Ioannis
Ladas and Michael Roufogales—were arrested and deported to a small island off the

east coast of Attica. In the same month a presidential decree was issued stating there
would be no amnesty for the criminal offences, such as high treason, committed by

those involved in the 1967 coup. The ringleaders were prosecuted the following

month; however, it should be noted that these actions only came about after a lawyer
had taken the initiative on 9 September to sue 15 of the junta’s top cadres, including its

three leaders (Woodhouse 1985, p. 168).
In the wake of the aborted coup of February 1975 the government changed its

previously cautious attitude towards the armed forces (Danopoulos 1991). While only
36 military officers had been decommissioned by September 1974 (Hadjivassiliou 2000,

p. 302), about 200 officers were forcibly retired in February 1975. Some sources even
claim that between 500 and 1,500 officers were dismissed—as much as ten per cent of

the officer corps at the time (Sotiropoulos 2007). In July 1975 the highest civil court

(Areios Paghos) decided that, with the exception of military officers, the members of
the junta’s governing elite were not to be tried for high treason for their part in

overthrowing a democratically elected government and sustaining an oppressive
political regime for seven years. The court decided high treason was committed only

‘momentarily’ on the night of 20–21 April 1967 rather than continuously over a
seven-year period; therefore, only those officers who participated in the seizure of

power in 1967 could be tried for treason. The court’s ruling reflected the view of ND’s

Minister of Justice, Costas Stefanakis, who believed prosecuting large numbers of junta
supporters in open court would lead to chaos (Ta N1́a, 3 July 1975, p. 1).

In 1975 many trials took place. The first was the trial of military officers who had
staged the 1967 coup. This was followed by a second trial of the junta’s three leaders

and the high- and middle-ranking officers who led the suppression of the Polytechnic
School uprising, during which a tank smashed the school’s gate to allow soldiers to

enter the campus. Crimes committed included the manslaughter of bystanders and
some of the students who had occupied the campus.

This trial was followed by a series of trials in several cities, some of which continued
beyond 1975. These proceedings sought to secure the conviction of middle- and

low-ranking officers and soldiers in the military police, the civilian police and the

gendarmerie who were accused of torturing people who had been imprisoned after
having been arrested for resisting the junta. There were a total of 41 trials of alleged

torturers. In the largest, 32 military officers and military policemen were prosecuted
on the basis of the testimonies of 128 torture victims (Ta N1́a, 6 August 1975, p. 1).

A further trial was announced, but never took place. This would have implicated
officials who had engineered the July 1974 coup against the government of
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Archibishop Makarios in Cyprus. The government periodically postponed this trial,
presenting vague excuses for the delays (e.g. proceeding with the trial was against the

interest of the nation). It won the consent of the opposition parties in a case in which
apparently more than one national government—as well as diplomatic and secret

services—played a part. In the trial mentioned above against the protagonists of the
1967 coup, the three leaders received the death penalty, eight of their followers were

sentenced to life imprisonment, seven others were sentenced to between five and
20 years and two were found not guilty. In the second trial, in addition to the sentences

imposed on the junta’s three leaders, Dimitrios Ioannides (who overthrew
Papadopoulos in November 1973) and Nicolaos Dertilis (the officer in charge of
suppressing the student occupation of the Polytechnic) both received long sentences.3

Penalties imposed on those found guilty of torture were much shorter, often
amounting to little more than a few months in prison. Table 1 shows how the

proportion of officials convicted varied by sector (military, police and gendarmerie).

Greek Political Parties and Transitional Justice

The political forces of the transition period (political parties, resistance organisations)
had experienced oppression by the Colonels in a number of ways. The severity of

oppression differed by political party. While the junta was particularly hard on
members of the communist resistance, it had not spared other resistance members

whose political origins were of the centre or the centre-left, such as party cadres and
intellectuals who had been associated with the EK before the 1967 coup. The junta also

persecuted royalists who had sided with King Constantine, who had been behind an
abortive counter-coup in December 1967 before fleeing. Greek political parties did not
adopt a consensual view on transitional justice. Even though issues of transitional

justice were not at the forefront of their electoral agenda, all of the parties reacted to
developments in the trials as they jockeyed for positions in the post-1974 party system.

For the political parties, short-term electoral considerations rather than clearly
formulated principles prevailed on matters of transitional justice.

As noted above, in the first post-authoritarian elections Karamanlis participated as
the leader of the new centre-right party, the ND. The EK and the New Forces

participated in the elections in a common list (EK-ND), while the same happened with

Table 1 Absolute number and proportion of police, gendarmerie and military staff
prosecuted and convicted in Greece after the 1974 transition to democracy

Police Gendarmerie Armed forces Total

Prosecuted 58 34 99 191
Subsequently tried 56 (97%) 33 (97%) 95 (96%) 184
Convicted 32 (57%) 24 (73%) 57 (60%) 113

Source: Sotiropoulos (2007, p. 124). The figures were calculated on the basis of data provided in
Kremmydas (1984).
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the pro-Soviet communists (KKE) and the Euro-communists (KKE-Interior) and the

United Democratic Left (EDA—Eniaia Dimokratiki Aristera). The two wings of the

Communist Party had split in 1968, but in 1974 they presented a common electoral

ticket, the United Left (EA—Enomeni Aristera). A totally new party was created by

Andreas Papandreou, son of former Prime Minister George Papandreou, who

governed from 1963 to 1965. In August 1974, Andreas Papandreou and younger

centre-left politicians, including Costas Simitis, founded a left-wing socialist party, the

Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK—Panellinio Sosialistikó Kı́nima). Minor

parties, including the extreme right EDE, also participated in the general elections of

1974, but failed to elect deputies. As Table 2 shows, Karamanlis’s ND won a landslide

victory, with the centrists coming second, the socialists third and the communists

fourth. The election results show not only the conservative party’s dominance, but also

the fact that the electoral system—traditionally shaped to facilitate the formation of

majority single-party governments—disproportionately favoured the winner of the

elections. ND obtained a little more than half of the votes cast (54.4 per cent),

but enjoyed a comfortable majority in parliament with 72 per cent of the seats

(216 of 300).

Traditionally in Greece the government in power is able to influence the selection of

senior judges (Pikramenos 2002; Magalhães, Guarnieri & Kaminis 2006). In fact, the

incumbent cabinet normally appoints the senior judges, who, in turn, select judges at

the middle and lower ranks. In other words, the judicial branch is dependent on the

executive branch. If one remembers that the latter was completely dominated by the

governing party, then the conclusion is that all branches of government were

subservient to the incumbent governing elite. Such an institutional arrangement

meant that after the 1974 regime change the scope, pace and degree of thoroughness

with which transitional justice was administered rested in the hands of the governing

party. More precisely, since ND was a personalist party, founded and managed by

Karamanlis, the whole process was effectively a one-man show. After the 1974

transition there was some debate concerning why the government had not proceeded

to implicate more military and police officials and senior civil servants (who had

Table 2 Share of votes and parliamentary seats in the first post-authoritarian elections
(November 1974) (per cent)

Votes Seats in parliament

ND 54.4 72.0
EK-ND 20.4 20.3
PASOK 13.6 5.0
EA 9.5 2.7
EDE 1.1 —
Other 1.0 —
Total 100 100

Source: Adapted from Pappas (1999, p. 58).
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clearly played a role in sustaining the authoritarian regime) or the regime’s ministerial

elite. As already noted, the hesitation of ND and its leader to proceed with a thorough

purge of the military can be explained by the constraints imposed as a consequence of

Greece’s tense relations with Turkey. The possibility of war could not be excluded, and

military officers were badly needed. In this context, the dismissal of hundreds of

officers following the attempted coup of February 1975 was a bold step.
As for the members of the ministerial elites, senior police officers and top civil

servants, the ND government spared them from punishment for two main reasons:

first, Karamanlis understood the destabilising effects of punitive policies when it

affects large numbers of people; and, second, he was aware that—at least until 1973—

most Greeks had not resisted the authoritarian regime. Had he opted for a more far-

reaching purge, then it would have been difficult to establish the difference between

those who actually collaborated with the junta and the majority who had remained

passive, carrying out their duties as usual. Karamanlis allegedly expressed his view on

the subject as follows: ‘as for the demands for a more widespread purge . . . half the

Greek population would be in jail if I had not stood out against it’ (Karakatsanis 2001,

p.153). The ND, completely dominated by its founder, rallied behind this view of

transitional justice—its leader had established the tone and extent of punitive

measures. This became evident in August 1975 when the Athens appeal court, which

had tried the junta’s leaders for high treason and mutiny, found them guilty and

sentenced them to death. Within hours of the sentences being passed, the government

announced its intention to commute them to life imprisonment. Karamanlis

responded to the ensuing public outcry by saying, ‘when we say life imprisonment we

mean life imprisonment’, and had the Ministry of Justice implement the government’s

decision (Ta N1́a, 30 August 1975, p. 12).
The opposition parties had different views. The EK-ND opposition disagreed with

the procedure through which the death penalty was commuted to life imprisonment.

The party did not openly state that the death penalty should have been imposed; in

general, EK-ND believed a new and independent judicial institution should have

managed transitional justice and that all of the trials should have begun earlier and

finished as soon as possible. The EK-ND’s leader, George Mavros, argued Greece was

facing major domestic and foreign policy problems and that the government should

have completed the punitive processes more rapidly. However, it seems that because of

constitutional constraints the proposal to establish a new institution fell through,

while the argument about the delay in the government’s involvement in the process

was probably correct and had also been aired by other parties.

PASOK vehemently criticised the government, not only for delaying the punitive

process, but also for not taking punitive enough measures against the junta’s staff.

In August 1975 Papandreou demanded the death sentence on the junta’s leaders be

implemented, dismissing the government’s argument that all opposition parties were,

in principle, against the death penalty (H Aygń, 26 August 1975, p. 7; Pizospásth6,

26 August, p. 7). Papandreou called for general elections, since in his view the
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government’s decision to commute the death sentences was symptomatic of a much
wider political crisis.

The communist left also rejected the government’s decision; however, it was not as
steadfast as PASOK in its reactions. While KKE and KKE-Interior demanded the

court’s decision against the three ringleaders be carried out, both explained in their

public statements that the penalty should be placed in the context of preventing the
breakdown of democracy in the future. In fact, the KKE was strongly critical of the

government, accusing it of holding a ‘compromising stance towards imperialism’.
By contrast, the Euro-communist party insisted on procedural matters, particularly on

the fact the government had not consulted the other parties before commuting the
death penalty, that it had not waited for the decision of the Ministry of Justice and that

it should reconvene parliament, which was not in session at the time (Ta N1́a,

26 August 1975, p. 10). However, throughout the evolution of trials against the junta,
the left was not as determined as PASOK to impose the most severe sentences possible

against those involved in the 1967 coup, the suppression of the 1973 uprising and the
torture of resistance members. Some of the left-wing cadres who had suffered in

1967–74 did not even press charges against their torturers, while others did not show
up at the trials.

In 1967–74 Papandreou and most of his political associates lived abroad, and when
they came back after the junta’s fall they founded PASOK, which in terms of the usual

left–right scale was to the right of the communists. The latter, albeit split into two

autonomous factions, spent most of the seven-year authoritarian period either
underground or in prison, and suffered the junta’s oppression. (This was true

particularly for the members of the KKE-Interior who had stayed in the country, while
many members of the party’s central committee and other party cadres had remained

in socialist-dominated Eastern Europe.) Yet, after the overthrow of the regime in 1974
the communists, and particularly KKE-Interior, did not react as fiercely as PASOK

against the government and the justice system as far as transitional justice was

concerned.4 How can this paradox be explained?
It seems that at the beginning of the transition there was no party line among the

communists on how deep in the military and police hierarchies purification should go,
or on how severe the sentences should be in the case of military officers tried for

suppressing the Polytechnic School uprising, or on what to do with torturers.
By contrast, PASOK, whose ranks included people from the pre-dictatorship centre

and centre-left, as well as a younger generation of socialists, was more vocal in
demanding justice and used inflammatory rhetoric in that respect: for example,

Papandreou claimed that the former king should have been tried for high treason along

with the junta officials (Ta N1́a, 6 August 1975, p. 1). There was a major reason for the
communist left adopting a different stance to that of the socialists: the communists

were more keen to see the re-instauration of democracy, this time without the
constraints of the 1949–67 period, than they were to press for the administration of

transitional justice against supporters of the Colonels’ regime. In other words, for the
left the safe establishment of a functioning parliamentarism was probably a higher
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priority than the enlargement of the circle of prosecuted junta supporters who could
be tried and sentenced for their criminal actions during 1967–74. The middle-aged

and old left-wing members of the resistance against the junta had been through the
traumatic experience of the ‘disciplined’ or ‘guided’ democracy that was the post-war

constitutional monarchy, which discriminated against the left and curtailed the rights
and freedoms of left-wing voters (Mouzelis 1978). From the latter’s point of view, the

prospect of letting the heads of security forces and torturers who had served under the
junta escape punishment was disheartening, but the risk of a reversal of transition to

democracy due to military intervention in politics was even more alarming.
By contrast, members of the old EK’s left wing and younger socialists had enjoyed

the limited freedoms of the ‘disciplined’ post-war democracy. The cadres, who before

1967 belonged to EK (in power in 1963–65) or were too young in the early 1960s,
came to experience severe political oppression only after 1967 when they put up

resistance against the junta. Compared with the communists, their experience
of imprisonment and torture was quite a new—if not unexpected—and painful one.

In that respect, it was not surprising that after the junta’s demise they were more
vehemently supportive of any measures taken against their oppressors than the

communists. There was a second reason why the Greek socialists were so insistent on
the administration of transitional justice against the Colonels and their collaborators.
Guided by Andreas Papandreou—a charismatic leader, skilled orator and polarising

politician—PASOK opted for the short march to power (Spourdalakis 1988). This
meant PASOK opened its ranks to socialists and non-socialists alike and chose an

electoral strategy aimed at winning elections as quickly as possible and obtaining as
many votes as possible—particularly votes from the left. In order to achieve this,

PASOK capitalised on the wide anti-American and anti-Western attitudes of the Greek
population. In the mid-1970s, many Greeks believed that in 1967 the West, and

specifically the United States (US), had tolerated—if not facilitated—the imposition
of the dictatorship, and that in July 1974 neither the US nor the United Kingdom (UK)

did anything to prevent Turkey invading Cyprus. Similar patterns were observed as
recently as the late 1990s, when in an opinion poll a large proportion of respondents
(26 per cent) claimed the Americans were to blame for the 1967 coup (Kafetzis 1999,

p. 300). In other words, during the mid-1970s PASOK chose to be much more
radical—in comparison not only with the EK-ND, but also with the communists. Part

and parcel of this strategy—which indeed proved fruitful, with PASOK winning the
1981 elections—was to require the most thorough and severe punishment for those

who led and supported the Colonels’ regime.

The Retrogression and Effacement of Greek Public Memory about the Colonels’

Regime

Already in the late 1970s, and certainly after PASOK took power in 1981, issues of
transitional justice took a back seat and the polarisation of political life took

precedence: for many Greeks the fate of the protagonists of the Colonels’ regime and
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their collaborators ceased to be an important issue. People seemed content that the

junta’s leaders would spend the rest of their life in prison, and were possibly ready to

forget about the rest. This trend came out in two opinion surveys. The first, conducted

in 1985, was part of a four-country survey of political culture in Southern Europe

(Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain).5 The second survey, conducted in 1997, repeated

some of the questions of the 1985 survey (Kafetzis 1999). In 1997, when asked to name

resistance organisations, 42 per cent of respondents said they did not know any, 16 per

cent said they knew them but could not remember names and two per cent did not

answer the question. The resistance organisations most commonly named by

respondents were, in descending order: the Panhellenic Liberation Movement (PAK—

Panellinio Apeleftherotiko Kinima, a precursor of PASOK); the student movement in

general; the KKE; Righas Feraios (KKE-Interior’s youth movement); and the

Polytechnic School (although it was an educational institution and not a resistance

organisation). Not all respondents had the same recollections and the memory of

resistance declines as the respondents get younger and less well educated. Men

remember resistance organisations more than women, while there seems to be no

noticeable difference between the responses of the rural and urban populations

(Kafetzis 1999, pp. 289, 294–299).

The 1985 survey included a question on the degree of harm caused by authoritarian

rule. The question was repeated in the 1997 survey, and the comparative results are

revealing. Among Greeks, in 1985 about one-third of respondents thought the

Colonels’ regime had both beneficial and harmful consequences for the country, while

the majority (sixty per cent) believed the regime to be only harmful. Slightly more

than one-third of the Italian respondents believed Mussolini’s Fascist regime was only

harmful and, by contrast, the share of Spaniards and Portuguese who believed the

same of the Franco and the Salazar regimes, respectively, was less than one-third of the

total. When the same question was repeated in Greece 12 years later, things had

changed: this time almost five out of ten Greeks (compared with three out of ten in the

1985 survey) thought the Colonels’ regime had both beneficial and harmful

consequences. In fact, 11 per cent of respondents in 1997 (compared with six per cent

in 1985) thought the junta had only beneficial effects, and only four out of ten

(compared with six out of ten in 1985) considered the regime harmful (Ethniko

Kentro Koinonikon Erefnon [EKKE—National Centre for Social Research] 1988;

Kafetzis 1999, p. 324).
In the 1997 survey respondents were asked when exactly the coup of 21 April 1967

took place. While 64 per cent remembered the date correctly, 19 per cent did not,

almost seven per cent admitted not remembering and almost 11 per cent admitted not

knowing. Recollection of the correct date increased with age, was more frequent

among men than women and increased with educational level and among those who

placed themselves on the left. Again, there was no difference between the urban and

rural population. Most incorrect or ‘don’t know’ answers were given by ‘apolitical’

respondents: that is, those who had not voted in the last election, who refused to place
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themselves on the left–right scale or who claimed that their political ideology was not
relevant at all (Kafetzis 1999, pp. 278–282).

For a long time the dominant opinion in Greece has been that domestic actors were
less culpable than foreign ones for the breakdown of democracy. Another view

common among voters of the right and centre-right is that only some officers were to
blame. Political parties of the left and the centre-left generally supported the dominant

opinion, which was also shared by the popular newspapers. In the 1997 survey,
respondents were asked who was to blame for the 1967 coup. As noted above,

26 per cent blamed the Americans; however, this opinion was not equally shared
among right- and left-wing voters, 34 per cent of the latter and 21 per cent of the
former blaming the US. A total of 16 per cent of respondents blamed some military

officers, while 11 per cent blamed the political class as a whole and ten per cent blamed
the army as an institution, while around seven per cent blamed the King, the right in

general or the centrist members of parliament who, in 1965, had sided with ERE to
bring down the EK government. All of the last three options were selected by left-wing

respondents, while conservative voters generally placed the blame on either a few
military officers or the political class as a whole (Kafetzis 1999, pp. 300–303).

In sum, memories of the Colonels’ regime among the general population faded
rather quickly in the decade after the transition from authoritarian rule, i.e. in the
1980s. The blame for the breakdown of democracy was put on external actors

(the Americans) and a group of military officers. One decade after the 1974 turnover
only a minority of respondents believed that the deposed authoritarian regime had

some beneficial effects for Greece; however, two decades after the transition, memories
of facts and figures had become dim, and an increased proportion of the population

had a somewhat more positive opinion of the effects of the junta. The way transitional
justice was managed by the incoming democratic elites may have also played a role in

the aforementioned opinion shift: trials were short in duration and—with the
exception of the junta’s ring leaders—the punishments meted out were lenient.

It looked as if transitional justice was administered in haste and the whole affair was in
a sense minimised.

Conclusions

The collective memory of the Greek dictatorship depends on party-political affiliation

and age, and obviously becomes less accurate with the passage of time. Left-wing
respondents seem to have a clearer and more accurate view of what happened during

the 1967–74 regime than their conservative peers. The same is true of middle-aged
respondents compared with younger age groups. Perhaps for middle-aged Greeks, and

certainly for left-wing voters, the breakdown of democracy in 1967 and the dramatic
events that followed—including the student movement of 1973 and the Cyprus

debacle of 1974—were cornerstones of their political identity. This was not the case for
conservative voters or those belonging to younger or older generations. Nevertheless,

in Greece there was complete rejection of the authoritarian past at the public attitudes
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level. This was not so much the result of democratic views—the rejection of
authoritarianism was not so much based on principle as on the grounds of actual

political performance. Greeks seem to have rejected the Colonels’ regime because of

the Cyprus debacle, the suppression of the student uprising and the torture that was
practised against the regime’s opponents.

The mixed stance evident in the attitude of the masses found its counterpart in the
attitudes of the political elite. During the 1974 transition, the Karamanlis

government’s initiatives were restrained by other priorities in the domain of foreign
affairs and by the high value placed on political stability. This came as no surprise

given the traditional and very conservative position of Karamanlis’s governments in
the past and again after 1974 in several domains (policy and internal security,

education, culture, industrial relations and mass media). Among the opposition

parties PASOK held a not at all consensual, but evidently polemical, position on
transitional justice, to the extent that it superseded sections of the communist left in

terms of radical political rhetoric. However, the Karamanlis government did not give
in and administered transitional justice in a swift and measured manner. Until the end

of 1975—within one-and-a-half years after the regime’s overthrow—most transitional
justice issues had been settled: the compromise was that many of the junta’s

collaborators were not affected at all by the punitive process. Overall, in the early phase

of the transition to democracy in Greece the democratic elites were reluctant to take
any substantive measures against politicians, military and security officers and others

who had served the Colonels’ regime. Tensions with Turkey were too recent and too
acute to permit treating the Greek military in any other way and to start punitive

processes that may have proven divisive for society. However, this policy was changed.
Private initiatives to sue the junta’s leaders and the aborted coup d’état of February

1975 led the transition government to engage in a swift, measured and circumscribed

administration of transition justice.
A first hypothesis, informed by the study of the Greek case, is that under certain

circumstances—such as challenges from external actors or threats to national
sovereignty—the administration of transitional justice can be delayed and the purge of

the military may be avoided in view of considerations of national defence. By contrast,
any risks to the consolidation of democracy posed by armed and/or by security

forces that should have been subjected to investigation for their role during
authoritarian rule probably accelerated the decision of incoming democratic elites to

go ahead with a variety of measures against pro-authoritarian groups lingering in the

state apparatus.
The conservative party (ND, in power in 1974–81) hesitated before initiating the

process of transitional justice, but then went ahead with it. ND encountered more
criticism from PASOK than it did from either of the two communist parties (KKE and

KKE-Interior). The more reserved stance of the communist parties may be accounted
for by their experiences with political oppression after the end of the Greek Civil War

and by the legalisation of the KKE immediately after the 1974 transition.
The communists’ priorities lay with operating legitimately within the new democratic
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regime. Memories of almost three decades of political exclusion played a role in

the stance taken by the Greek left. PASOK cadres and their leader by contrast had no

such memories. Their priorities lay with carving a new and recognisable niche in the
post-authoritarian party system, pursuing a strategy of attracting votes from the left.

Their purpose was to achieve power as quickly as possible, which they succeeded in

doing in 1981. A second hypothesis emanating from this case study is that on the

issues of severity and extent of punitive measures against collaborators of the

authoritarian regime, it is not an inescapable conclusion that the further to the left on

the left–right political spectrum a party is, the more pressing and demanding it will
be. Past experiences of the parties concerned and their electoral strategies impact on

their stance on dilemmas related to transitional justice.

Finally, in the eyes of the Greek public, the image of the Colonels has changed over
time. Some of the people who remember the Greek junta feel it had a few positive

effects on Greece, while others—mostly the younger ones—lack an informed view of

the junta. The speed and measured character of the Greek model of transitional justice

may be related to such attitudinal shifts or lack of accurate perceptions. Drawing on

the case of Greece, a third hypothesis may be that the more rapid and the more

measured the process of transitional justice is, the greater the chances are that
memories of authoritarian rule will fade sooner rather than later and that this rule

come to be seen in a more positive light than it was at first.
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Notes

[1] See Mouzelis (1986, pp. 134, 170–183).
[2] For example, by torturing members of the resistance.
[3] Ioannides and Dertilis were still in prison in January 2010, while the other condemned junta

officials had either been freed after many years of imprisonment or had died.
[4] Personal interviews with two members of the left-wing resistance, Athens, May and June 2009.
[5] In Greece the survey was conducted by EKKE (EKKE, 1988).
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2 Settling Accounts With the Past in a Troubled
Transition to Democracy: The Portuguese Case

António Costa Pinto

Introduction
The military coup of 25 April 1974 in Portugal initiated the ‘third wave’ of democratic transitions in Southern Europe.
The transition and subsequent process of democratic consolidation evolved in various stages, each with a
corresponding phase of ‘transitional truth and justice’ initiatives and counter-initiatives.

The first, between 1974 and 1976, was the ‘revolutionary’ period, comprising the downfall of the regime and the crisis
of the state that followed. The period was politically dominated by the left and extreme left, and, crucially, by middle
ranking military officers, the ‘captains of April’, who had led the coup because of their hostility towards a dictatorial
regime that would not cease fighting a losing war to retain power over the African colonies. During this period there
was a process of ‘revolutionary transitional justice’, guided by powerful if incoherent notions of social justice. It
consisted of a wave of expropriations of private enterprises and land, with agrarian reform, nationalizations, and a
thorough, largely a-legal or illegal, purge process. The latter was directed against the former supporters of the regime
within the military, the civil service, the courts, the media, universities, the former regime party and state and private
business enterprises. Most notoriously, it also punished members of the political police of the old regime, the
International Police for the Defence of the State (PIDE), which was later renamed General Security Directorate
(DGS).



The revolutionary period of 1974–6 was the most complex phase of the transition, if one considers the transition as
the ‘fluid and uncertain period in which democratic structures are emerging’, but when it is still unclear what kind of
regime is to be established (Morlino, 1998: 19). During these two years powerful tensions emerged within Portuguese
society, which began to subside only in 1976, when a new constitution was approved and the first legislative and
presidential elections were held.

The singularity of this period lies in the nature of military intervention by the captains, a rare if not unique case in the
twentieth century. The three-front war waged by the regime in Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau from 1961
onwards made them protagonists in the country's political transformation (Pinto, 1999). Unshackled by international
pro-democratizing forces, and occurring in the midst of the Cold War, the coup led to a severe crisis of the state
aggravated by the uncertainty of the politics of transition and transformation and by the decolonization of what was
the last European colonial empire (Maxwell, 1995; MacQueen, 1997). Unlike Spain's ruptura pactada, Portugal
underwent a transition without negotiations or pacts between the dictatorial elite and opposition forces. But there is no
direct causal link between this marked discontinuity and the subsequent process of radicalization: other transitions by
rupture did not cause comparable crises of the state (Linz and Stepan, 1997; Alivizatos and Diamandouros, 1997).

The second phase, which evolved between 1976 and 1982, gave rise to a period of ‘normalization’ and
constitutionalization and incipient democratic consolidation. That this process was possible was due to the rise of the
more moderate parties, which favoured the establishment of a ‘European’ style constitutional democracy. Through a
series of elite settlements, this phase saw the retreat of the military from power (Graham, 1992). At this time steps
were taken to reverse the effects of expropriations, nationalizations, and of the purge process (see Table 2.1).

Table 2.1 Transition Phases and Retroactive Justice in Portugal

Downfall Crisis Consolidation
April 1974–March 1975 March 1975–April 1976 April 1976–October 1982
Legal purges ‘Savage’ purges Reintegration

66 ANTóNIO COSTA PINTO



Finally, from 1982 until the present the process of democratic consolidation has proceeded apace, under either Socialist
Party (PS) or Social Democratic Party (PSD) dominated governments. The recovery of economic growth after the
upheaval of the revolutionary years, accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986, and the
routinization of the democratic politics pushed the process of democratization forward. By the early 1980s most active
conflicts over measures of ‘political justice’ had been resolved. For the most part this latter period has been dominated
by the first ‘mature’ attempts to revisit the past. Indeed, this has been the period of the ‘politics of memory’ par
excellence. Various official and private civil society initiatives have evolved, permitting the Portuguese to look back and
develop new visions and understandings of the country's unique ‘double legacy’: that of the authoritarianism of the
New State and the subsequent revolutionary period. It has involved the opening of exhibitions, the creation of private
foundations undertaking new research about the past, the presentation of new documentary films about the colonial
war and the dictatorship, and the events of the revolutionary period.

A Portuguese Settling of Accounts
The mobilization of diversified, anti-dictatorial forces was crucial in the first days after the coup of 1974. It was
especially important in the immediate dissolution of the most notorious institutions of the New State, as well as in the
occupation of various unions, corporatist organs, and city councils.

The prior existence of a semi-legal and clandestine and diversified opposition to Salazarism, although disconnected
from the military officers that led the coup, was of crucial importance. It constituted a political option legitimated by
the struggle against dictatorship (Pinto, 1995). The replacement of Salazar by Marcello Caetano in 1968 for reasons of
the former's ill health gave rise to a two-year liberalization process, and although this was cut short it allowed for the
consolidation of a ‘liberal wing’ of dissidents opposed to the dictatorship. Thus, despite the surprising action of the
captains, there were alternative elites with strong ties to various sectors of civil society, ready to play a leading political
role in the process of democratization.

Immediately after the coup, the first government, the National Salvation Junta (JSN), took centre stage. This was
composed of moderate high ranking military officers and civilians and the more
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radical left-wing Armed Forces Movement (MFA) that had led the coup. General António de Spínola, a moderate
reformist general who had challenged the war policy of the dictatorship, became president of the JSN. For a part of the
military elite and interest organizations, as well as the first provisional government, the objective was to establish a
rapid institutionalization of a democratic, and perhaps presidential, regime following the convocation of elections. The
formation and legalization of political parties to represent the electorate of the centre–right and right—the Popular
Democratic Party (PPD) and the Social Democratic Centre party (CDS)—pointed in this direction. A great effort was
made to exclude from these parties any persons associated with the New State and to find party leaders with
democratic credentials. Indeed, the CDS, which integrated sectors of Portuguese society that espoused conservative
authoritarian values, was on the verge of being declared illegal up until the first elections for the Constituent Assembly
on 25 April 1975.

Spínola's reformist project was opposed by the radical elements of the MFA, who were at odds with the conservative
top brass over decolonization. In September 1974 Lieutenant Major Otelo Saraiva de Carvalho, a leading figure of the
MFA, mobilized against Spínola, leading to the general's removal from power. Between October of that year and
March 1975, the MFA gained control of the state apparatus and the military, establishing a left-wing government. The
rise of the MFA brought about radical political and social mobilization and a crisis of the state, and explains the
inability of moderate elites immediately to impose a rapid process to institutionalize a representative democracy.

A failed coup led by Spínola in March 1975 to recover his position served only to radicalize the MFA government,
which proceeded to decree the nationalization of banks, insurance companies, and large-scale enterprises. In the wake
of this coup attempt the MFA and the political parties signed a pact in April 1975, whereby a system of dual
government was established with the military component represented in the MFA Assembly and the civilians
represented by the Constitutional Assembly. The new government was not to last long. By the summer of 1975,
remembered as the ‘hot summer’, Portuguese society was in a state of turmoil. Polarization increased as conservative
and right-wing forces mobilized for the first time against the radical mobilization in the cities and in opposition to the
left-wing regime project. The country was divided, with the north representing the forces of reaction against the
revolutionary project and Lisbon and the south in favour of radical
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change. Extreme left-wing journalists ‘occupied’ the Catholic radio station, Rádio Renascença, and the newspaper
República, which up until then had been the mouthpiece of the moderate left, and private properties were occupied in
Lisbon (Hammond, 1988; Downs, 1989).

Many analyses of the transition rightly emphasize the powerful ‘revitalization of civil society’ as a factor leading to the
process of radicalization. As Schmitter notes, Portugal underwent ‘one of the most intense and widespread
mobilisation experiences of any of the neo-democracies’ (Schmitter, 1999a: 360). It is too simplistic to consider the
‘hot summer’ simply as an attempt by the Communist Party (PCP) to impose a new dictatorship with the support of
the Soviet Union. Naturally, the democratic political elite made much of this argument in its founding discourse, but
this does not provide a full explanation of events. The situation was more complex. Conflict was fed by the
development of strong grass-roots political organizations such as the workers' commissions, the growing challenge
posed by the extreme left during the crisis, and its influence within the military. The importance of internal divisions
within the armed forces in driving these events forward means that they cannot be explained as part of a ‘programmed
conspiracy’. As one observer of the transition has noted, the crisis of the state created a ‘window of opportunity’ for
the radicalization of social movements (R. D. Muñoz, 1997).

It was in this context of increasing mobilization that, on 25 November 1975, moderate MFA officers organized a
successful counter-coup that toppled the radicals. The PS and the PSD backed the moderates, leading mobilizations in
Lisbon and Oporto. In the provinces to the north of the Tagus River, the hierarchy of the Catholic Church and local
notables supported parish-level mobilizations. As elements of the extreme right and right, military officers and civilians
alike, began to mobilize, the anti-left offensive became violent. Attacks were made on the offices of the PCP, against
the extreme left, and associated unions, and there emerged right-wing terrorist organizations, the Democratic
Movement for the Liberation of Portugal (MDLP), and the Army for the Liberation of Portugal (ELP) (Pinto, 1995).
At the same time, moderate military officers led by General António Ramalho Eanes signed an agreement with
civilians in February 1976. The MFA was purged of the most radical elements and its influence was circumscribed to
the so-called Council of the Revolution (CR), which had constitutional oversight. Further, unlike the April 1975
agreement, the formerly powerful PCP and extreme left-wing elements were sidelined, and the moderate
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parties gained the upper hand. A new constitution was promulgated in April 1976 and elections were held in June of
that year, giving General Ramalho Eanes the presidency.

In 1974–5 Portugal experienced significant foreign intervention; this was not only in diplomatic terms, but also
affected the formation of political parties and civil society organizations such as unions and interest organizations, and
the shaping of the anti-left strategy that evolved over the hot summer of 1975. The Portuguese case was a divisive
issue in international organizations, including the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), and the EEC; it
affected relations between these two organizations and the Communist Bloc countries led by the Soviet Union. By all
the evidence, it is clear that in 1974–5 Portugal was an issue of great ‘international relevance’ (Pridham, 1991). Caught
by surprise by the coup, the international community, and the United States in particular, focused on supporting
democratic political forces of the centre–left and right in the capital, as well as on intervening in the rapid process of
decolonization, particularly in Angola. The same methods deployed to deal with postwar Italy were used in the
Portuguese case. The moderate political parties were financed by the US administration, which, together with the
international organizations of the European ‘political families’—these often mediating the US role—also supported the
training of party cadres (Opello, 1991; Mateus, 1997). The impact of foreign aid, however, was limited. It was drowned
out by the powerful political and social mobilization led by the left, by an economy strongly marked by a large
nationalized sector, and by the flight of capital and of actual members of the economic elite from the country. Thus, it
was domestic political factors that played a critical role in allowing the triumph of moderate civilian forces and the final
withdrawal of the military from the political arena.

The Purge Process
To understand key dimensions of the process of transitional justice in Portugal and attitudes towards the authoritarian
past during the transitional period, it is essential to take into account the transition by rupture and, above all, the
concomitant crisis of the state. Initiatives of symbolic rupture with the past and with the elite began to evolve soon
after 1974, culminating in the rapid and multi-directional purge movement, or saneamentos. Following a quick decision
to remove the more visible members of the
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dictatorial political elite and some conservative military officers, the saneamentos began to affect the civil service and the
private sector. They became increasingly radical, affecting the lower ranks of the regime bureaucracy, albeit unevenly.
Calls for the political police and other repressive bodies to be declared criminal also spread very quickly (Pinto, 1998).

Only a few months after the coup, Portuguese transitional justice was based on a number of contradictory measures in
an attempt to punish the authoritarian elites and agents of dictatorial repression. Most of the symbolic and real punitive
measures affecting most visible and known regime collaborators were undertaken between 1974 and 1976, before the
emergence of a full democratic legitimacy. This was a period marked by the crisis of the state, by the action of powerful
social movements, and by military intervention, which shaped social attitudes regarding the settling of accounts with
the past in which the judiciary played almost no role.

The ‘non-hierarchic’ nature of the coup, with the almost immediate intervention of democratic forces and popular
mobilization, accentuated the real and symbolic break with the past. Political mobilization in favour of criminalization
was encouraged by the brief resistance of the forces most closely associated with repression, such as the political police
and the Portuguese Legion (LP), and led to the gaoling of many agents of the former.

The first measures implemented by the JSN, presided over by General Spínola, provided for light and rapid purges
affecting only the armed forces, in accordance with MFA programme. Members of the former regime that wished to
join Marcello Caetano in exile were immediately sent to the island of Madeira. From there, they were almost
immediately allowed to go into exile to Brazil. In this way, the new government avoided the consequences of popular
demands for criminal trials that would have arisen had these people remained in Portugal. The political police and the
anticommunist militia of the dictatorship, the LP, were immediately disarmed and some of their leaders imprisoned.
The single party, the official youth organization, and other regime institutions were also dissolved. The MFA proposed
that sixty generals should be placed on reserve, most of whom had publicly declared their support for Marcello
Caetano just before the fall of the regime.

The main demand, which was nearly unanimous, was to ensure criminal trials of elements of the political police. Some
attempts were made to ensure its survival in the colonies, given the collaboration between the PIDE/DGS and the
armed forces, but the organization was ultimately dissolved, with the creation of a
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commission for its extinction directed by military officers and left-wing civilians. The life of this commission was
complicated. There were frequent denunciations of political manipulation by extreme left-wing groups and the PCP.
The role of the commission was to prepare criminal proceedings for the trial of former police agents and to co-operate
with other purge institutions, given its monopolistic access to the three million or so files kept on individual citizens by
the PIDE/DGS. In July 1975, Constitutional Law 8/75 provided for the trial in a military tribunal of members of the
political police and government officials directly responsible for repression on the basis of a ‘revolutionary legitimacy’
referred to in the preamble. The law also provided sentences of two to twelve years, and no statute of limitations was
established for criminal proceedings.

The first purge laws led to the retirement of various civil servants and the dismissal of the president and cabinet
ministers, as well as of the leaders of the single party and the LP. The clandestine and semi-clandestine opposition,
particularly the Portuguese Democratic Movement (MDP), a front organization linked to the PCP, took over local
posts at the city council level and removed former regime leaders from their posts. Various regime unions were taken
over by workers, who removed former leaders from their posts.

The first public statements by left-wing political parties were generally quite cautious regarding the purges. The PS and
the PCP both issued moderate statements. The first purges were spontaneous, arising from strikers calling for purges
within businesses. Some professors and bureaucrats in the universities of Lisbon and Coimbra who had collaborated
with the former regime were denied access to their faculties by student associations. In response to these movements,
the provisional government promulgated the first regulations on public administration purges. Two months after the
fall of the old regime, an Inter-ministerial Purge and Reclassification Commission was created. It depended directly on
the Council of Ministers and was charged with co-ordinating existing purge commissions and/or creating new ones to
cover all the ministries. Decree Law 277 of 25 June 1974 charged it with the scrutiny of behaviour that ‘contradicted
the post-25 April 1974 established order’ (Diário do Governo, 1, no. 146: 744). These existing and newly created
commissions remained active until 1976, and the legislation governing them was revised several times in order to keep
up with the radicalization of the political situation. Decree Law 123 of 11 March 1975 was already referring to the
former regime as a ‘fascist regime’ and subjecting civil servants to purges ‘for acts committed during the dictatorship’
(Diário do Governo, 1, no. 59: 375). That same month,
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when General Spínola fled the country, an out burst of anti-capitalist sentiment caused a second surge in the purge
movement. This second phase affected a new and diffuse category of people.

In February 1975, official reports on the purge process stated that approximately 12,000 people had been either
removed from their posts or suspended, either legally or illegally (O Século, 27 February 1975). It is estimated that
between March and November 1975 the number of removals and suspensions increased significantly: on 25
November of that year, when purges were interrupted, if one takes into consideration all kinds of institutions and
sanctions, the number had risen to 20,000.20

Various institutions were involved in the purge process. Aside from the measures adopted by the JSN and the MFA
immediately after the coup, the PCP and the small but influential parties of the extreme left were the main actors
involved. However, purge movements in the private sector and even in the government bureaucracy often escaped
party political control. Workers' commissions often called for purges. These were established within businesses
independently of the unions, and the PCP shared control of these bodies with the parties of the extreme left. The
workers' commissions implemented the great majority of ‘savage purges’, which the PCP often was unable to control.

Generally speaking, the purge process was not governed by a clear strategy and revealed no coherent pattern, varying
greatly from sector to sector. The concept of ‘collaborator’ also shifted during the pre-constitutional period. In 1974
the first purges were limited by a strict concept of ‘collaborationist’. By 1975, however, various types of authoritarian
attitudes among the industrial and entrepreneurial elite were considered to be forms of association with the former
regime.

The first institution to undergo a purge process was the military, for obvious reasons. Immediately after the coup, the
MFA gave General Spínola the above-mentioned list of sixty generals, which the JSN dismissed from active service.
The purge of the armed forces was part of the political programme of the MFA, and, against the wishes of General
Spínola, the process widened to affect a greater number of officers. The first list was composed of persons deemed to
have given political support to Marcello Caetano during a political act in March 1974, on the eve of the coup, directed
against the clandestine MFA, Generals Spínola and Costa Gomes.
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In the months that followed the 1974 coup, special military commissions administered the purges demanded by the
MFA. By October 1974, 103 navy officers had been purged and 300 officers of all ranks had been removed from their
posts (O Século, 1 October 1974).21 Incompetence became the official criterion for removal, as it became impossible to
sustain political criteria such as ‘collaboration with the old regime’, given that the whole defence establishment had
collaborated with the New State during the colonial war (Pinto, 1999: 65–98). When General Spínola went into exile
after the attempted coup of March 1975, the purge movement was reinforced and the majority of the officers working
with him were removed from their posts. The purges also affected the National Republican Guard (GNR), a
militarized police body. The CR, the supreme organ of the MFA, instructed with Decree Law 147C of 21 March 1975
that all officers who did not ‘obey the principles espoused by the MFA’ should be placed in reserve (Diário do Governo, 1,
no. 62: 430–4).

After the victory of the moderate left within the MFA, the revolutionary left and the PCP were subjected to purges.
Sympathizers of these parties within the armed forces were removed from their posts, while others went into exile in
Angola and Mozambique, by that time governed by socialist regimes. After the dissolution of the CR, some MFA
leaders were also forced to leave the armed forces. The military was the institution where a break with the past was
clearest (Maxwell, 1982). A new generation quickly rose to the top ranks of the force as the old elite associated with the
New State had been forced to retire. The institutionalization of democracy in Portugal therefore entailed an important
change in the life of military officers, and it was here that the impact of the fall of the regime was most sharply felt.

The civil service also underwent a thorough if uneven purge process. The first legislation stated that public servants
could be purged for three reasons: non-democratic behaviour in the course of duty after the coup, inability to adapt of
the new democratic regime, and incompetence. The maximum penalty was dismissal, and it mostly affected the
governmental elite of the dictatorship,
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those who had collaborated with the political police, the leaders of the LP and the former regime party, and the heads
of the censorship commission (Diário Popular, 5 September 1974).22 The purge process was directed by the various
commissions and presented to the Inter-ministerial Commission, which ratified the penalty to be applied, in each case
implemented by the head of the relevant ministry. New legislation was adopted in March 1975 owing to the protest of
the trade unions and the members of the commissions themselves regarding slowness of the bureaucracy, but above all
owing to the political context. The new law provided for purges based on individual behaviour before the fall of the
regime.

It is difficult to determine how the purges affected the state bureaucracy on a quantitative level. The process evolved
differently from ministry to ministry, depending on the level of pressure from the trade unions and the limits imposed
by the legislation. According to the global analysis made by the commission that co-ordinated the process, the action of
the various ministerial commissions was very uneven, depending on the party to which the minister belonged and the
degree of trade union pressure. At the end of 1974, eight months after the coup, about 4,300 public servants had been
subjected to a purge process (O Século, 27 February 1975). One of the least affected was the Ministry of Justice,
particularly magistrates and the political courts of the dictatorship, the ‘plenary courts’. A good part of the moderate
left elite associated with the PS was made up of lawyers that had participated in the great political trials of the New
State, either as the accused or as defence lawyers, particularly of communist activists. At the same time, the Salazarist
elite had a large component of law professors, and the regime had always obsessively attempted to legitimate its acts in
juridical terms. Both of these elements would lead one to believe that pressure to try the legal elite criminally could be
high, but this was not the case. Corporative factors and, above all, the moderation of socialist leaders were important
elements counteracting this impetus to purge the legal profession and Ministry of Justice. Additional obstacles, such as
the autonomy of the judiciary and the fact that the first ministers did not promote purges, limited the purge of
magistrates. In response to public criticism, the Secretary of the Purge Commission of the Ministry of Justice
recognized that it was not ‘necessary or viable to undertake deeper
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purges at this point’ (ACapital, 19 April 1975). Out of a body of 500 magistrates, forty-two judges were submitted to a
purge process in 1974–5, most of them for participating in political courts or holding government posts or posts
within censorship bodies.23 Two years later, some of the best known judges that had been dismissed or forcibly retired
were re-integrated by the Commission for the Analysis of Purge Proceedings. Two of them were placed on the bench
of the Supreme Court of Justice, in the face of protest from the moderate parliamentary left.24

The purges undertaken in the Ministry of Labour were more complex, far-reaching and radical. This new ministry
succeeded the old Ministry of Corporations and Welfare, which had overseen the gigantic corporatist apparatus of the
old regime. A large number of the ‘savage’ purges were ‘legalized’ by the inclusion in the purge law not only of people
who had maintained a formal relationship with the PIDE/DGS, but also all the persons who had in one way or
another collaborated with the political police. In addition, nationalization and the intervention of the state in various
private enterprises meant that the majority of forced removals took place in this sector, which was also the one most
marked by the anti-capitalism of the social movements.

Purges in the Ministry of Education, and throughout the education system as a whole, were also numerous, particularly
in the universities. Famous university professors and schoolteachers, as well as writers, formed a part of the purge
commission for this sector.25 The JSN removed all university deans and directors of faculties from their posts, and
various high-ranking members of the Ministry were transferred. In the secondary schools, the more radical actions by
the student movement forced the military to intervene to protect the accused. It was in the universities, however, that
both legal and savage purges were most thorough, given the very strong pressure exerted by the student movement.
Some members of the commissions quickly resigned in protest against the savage purges, which were sometimes
undertaken in the absence of any legal proceedings. Students would simply deny some professors
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entry to the university following assembly votes, although only a small minority of those ‘condemned’ were ever
submitted to legal purge proceedings by the purge commission of the Ministry of Education. The same applied to
some schoolteachers suspected of collaborating with the political police. The most radical savage purges took place in
the Faculty of Law of the University of Lisbon, where an assembly dominated by a Maoist party decided to purge some
members of the Council of State and leaders of the conservative parties, against the will of PCP students.

The repression of the pro-democratic student movement in the final years of the dictatorship, as well as the
authoritarian behaviour of many professors, explains some of these ‘savage’ purges. Legal purge proceedings against
professors and education workers were more solidly based on two criteria: holding high-level posts under the
dictatorship, or collaborating with repression by the political police by denouncing students and opposition professors.
As in the Ministry of Labour, the latter category was the most sought after, and purges affected people in the lower
ranks who gave information to the PIDE/DGS. Some professors affected by the purges went into other professional
activities and others emigrated to Brazil. When the government introduced the numerus clausus, thereby conditioning
student access to the state university system, some of the professors who had been removed from their posts became
involved in the creation of private universities.

Within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the purge process was limited to a few members of the diplomatic corps who
had held government posts under the dictatorship. When he was nominated Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mário Soares
merely transferred some ambassadors, and the purge commission, although fully constituted, worked only in those
consulates where collaboration with the political police had been most notable. This was the case in Brazil and France,
for example, countries with large Portuguese immigrant communities, where the consulates had been involved in
controlling the activities of political exiles.

In sum, purges of the state apparatus were uneven and limited. Where strong trade union and worker commission
pressure was exerted, as in the Ministries of Labour and Education, forced removals were more frequent. Indeed,
while reports indicate that most of the people purged belonged to the higher levels of the administration, in these cases
lower ranking civil servants were also affected, particularly for collaboration with the political police (Flama, 11 April
1975). Long delays in purge proceedings, however, reduced the overall scope of the process and made it possible to
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undertake the rapid re-integration of various people a few years later. None the less, important changes did occur at
the top levels of the state administration. While many were re-integrated between 1976 and 1980, the great majority
never regained the strategic posts they had previously held.

It is much harder to assess the break at the local level. On 24 April 1974 there were thousands of people running the
304 municipalities and more than 4,000 parish councils. In the first months following the coup, the JSN and the
Ministry of the Interior designated provisional administrative commissions. The nominations legitimated the taking of
power of local members of the main democratic opposition parties. The MDP was the main purge agent at the local
level. This party had succeeded the Democratic Electoral Commission (CED), which in 1969 had obtained a
significant majority in opposition to the Democratic Union Electoral Commission (CEUD), the electoral front linked
to the PS and the republicans. The MDP was dominated by the PCP, but also had the support of independents,
notables of the local democratic opposition. During the ‘hot summer’ of 1975, anti-communist action led to the fall of
various administrative commissions, which became increasingly isolated in the northern parts of the country. The
parties of the centre–right and the PS itself were not well organized in 1974 (Bruneau and McLeod, 1986). They lacked
proper party structures and it was only later, during the pre-electoral period, that they began to demand positions at the
local level. It is difficult to measure levels of continuity and rupture within the local administration given the absence of
studies and data. None the less, it is clear that the relationship between the state and local administrative elites changed
significantly during the transition process. Local elections created new opportunities and leadership options, and the
establishment of a system of proportional representation called for new political strategies to be adopted
(Mozzicafredo, 1991). Furthermore, constitutional law barred all the main figures of the dictatorship from standing as
candidates for the first elections.

During the first two years of the transition, the economic elite was hard hit by the process of nationalization and state
intervention, as well as by the flight of industrialists and entrepreneurs from the country. Despite attempts to reach an
understanding between General Spínola and the leaders of the main economic groups, strike movements and a strong
impetus towards state intervention led to the first emigrations. Some of the most important illegal purge processes
were also initiated against members of the economic elite, which visibly frightened that class. Already
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in May 1974, the purge of this elite was the third demand during 149 labour conflicts, and it remained on the top of the
list of demands made by workers and strikers throughout the following year (Patriarca, 1999: 141). It was only at the
beginning of 1976, with Decree Law 52 of 21 January, that two purge commissions were given legal status and formal
competence to deal with the banking and insurance sectors, which had by then been nationalized. These commissions
were subordinated to the commission governing purges in the public sector as a whole. Its main role at this point was
to reintegrate those who had been subjected to the ‘savage’ purges without respect for the basic principles of due
process (Diário do Governo, 1, no. 17: 112–13). The exodus of important members of the economic elite became a
common occurrence in 1975, as did the nomination of new managers for the businesses intervened by the state. The
‘savage purges’ were concentrated in the large enterprises in the industrial area around Lisbon and in the banking and
insurance sectors. In the north of the country there were fewer ‘savage’ purges owing to the relative weakness of the
unions and the workers commissions (Durán Muñoz, 1997).

The nationalization strategy aimed to dismantle the large economic groups and to give the state control of the main
sectors of the Portuguese economy. Apart from direct nationalization, the state indirectly controlled various businesses
for a fixed period. The 1976 Constitution confirmed the nationalization process but reduced the level of intervention.
A study allows one to conclude that 19 per cent of industrialists abandoned their posts (2 per cent were purged), and
that the purges essentially affected the industrial area in Lisbon and Setúbal, hardly affecting the northern textile sector
(Makler, 1983: 251–283). Brazil was the preferred destination of exiles although many returned to Portugal between
1976 and 1980. When Mário Soares as prime minister of the first constitutional government visited Brazil in 1976, he
called for the return of the members of the economic elite that had fled the country. Thus, the wave of nationalization,
purges, and forced retirements of the pre-constitutional period profoundly affected the entrepreneurial sector. Most of
its members were reintegrated between 1976 and 1980, but nationalization caused long-lasting changes in the
Portuguese economic system, a key legacy of the transition to democracy.

The relationship between the state and the media also underwent a profound transformation (Maxwell, 1983). The
administrative and management bodies of radio and television stations, as well as of the main newspapers, were
removed from their posts. Only
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a few directors of privately owned newspapers, already in the hands of the opposition under the old regime, were able
to hang on to their posts. The main purge agents in this sector were journalists and typographers linked to the PCP
and organizations of the extreme left, which lost their dominant position towards the end of 1975. The censorship
services were purged and dissolved. The official dictatorial press had had a limited circulation, for the most part
circumscribed to members of the state bureaucracy. The newspaper of the former regime party, artificially sustained
through an official subscription campaign, disappeared immediately after the occupation of its headquarters. The most
important proceedings took place against non-official newspapers, where journalists and typographers linked to the
left-wing parties controlled the purges. The media as a whole suffered profound changes during the transition process.

The political battle for control over the media had a great impact. The occupation of the Catholic Church radio station
by its journalists, and the self-management system instituted thereafter, polarized public opinion. This radio station
became an instrument of the extreme left in 1975, until its powerful transmitters were destroyed by a military
command. The old newspaper, República, met with a similar fate. Of all the dailies, it was the only democratic one that
had survived the New State. This paper supported the PS and became self-managed after its old directors resigned in
1975. Until it disappeared in 1976, it was the mouthpiece of the revolutionary left. After the nationalization of various
economic groups that had controlled a substantial part of national newspapers, most of the printed press came under
state control. Later, during the peak of the process of political radicalization, new papers emerged supported by the
moderate left and the parties of the right, which re-employed some of the journalists who had been purged.

In addition to the administratives purge process, in 1974–5 various voluntaristic civil and state mobilization initiatives
were also promoted to ‘purge’ society of the past. Such was the nature of the so-called Cultural Dynamization
Campaigns pursued by the MFA with the co-operation of left-wing civilians, and parts of the so-called Student Civic
Service. The government also created the so-called Commission of the Black Book of Fascism. This depended on the
presidency of the Council of Ministers and was composed of intellectuals and politicians of the republican and socialist
left. It had access to the archives of the repressive institutions of the dictatorship and published dozens of books,
including primary
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documentation, which denounced the repressive methods of the regime, its political prisoners, censorship, and the
collaboration between economic groups and the political police, among other issues. When it was dissolved in 1991,
the aim of the commission was to create a museum of the resistance, but the project has not become a reality to date.
Another initiative, more emblematic of the period 1974–5 associated with the political parties, as well as with civil
society and popular organizations, was the Humberto Delgado Popular Tribunal. Delgado was a dissident general who
had stood as a candidate to the presidential elections in 1958 against Salazar and who had gone into exile not long
afterwards.

The Cultural Dynamization Campaigns basically aimed to ‘democratize’ the rural world. These campaigns were
marked by the strong presence of left-wing intellectuals and communists, and consisted of cultural initiatives dedicated
to denouncing the repressive past and promoting civic participation. Faced with the resistance of conservatives in the
north and the criticism of the moderate parties, which saw the campaigns as a means for the military to create their
own propaganda department, the campaigns ceased in the north. They were finally terminated on 25 November 1975,
following the dissolution of the Fifth Division, a military department dominated by people linked to the PCP.

The Student Civic Service was the product of two interrelated factors: the inability of the university system to absorb
candidates for university education emerging from a rapidly expanding secondary school system, and an ideological
climate that celebrated contact between students and ‘the people’. During a full school year, then, students worked
with local communities in literacy campaigns and other support activities, before entering the university. One such
activity, linked to the huge campaign to collect ethnographic materials on popular memory, was to serve as the basis
for a museum exhibiting oral and material memories of peasant and worker resistance to the New State (Branco and
Oliveira, 1993).

Both the student and cultural dynamization campaigns met with resistance, albeit for different reasons, particularly in
the north of the country where conservative notables and priests were particularly suspicious of left-wing initiatives,
and where the urban middle classes feared the consequences of students escaping the control of the family. The
Cultural Dynamization Campaigns were halted in 1975 and the Ministry of Education abolished the civic service
shortly thereafter. The Humberto Delgado Popular Tribunal aimed to deal with the most notorious crime of the
political police unsolved since 1965, when the PIDE assassinated
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Delgado, one of the most famous opposition figures to the regime in Spain, a few kilometres from the frontier. The
crime had always been denied by the dictatorship, and it was one of the most important opposition figures to the
regime, Mário Soares, who had become the first lawyer to represent the family of the general. The Tribunal was created
after the transition, and aimed to mobilize public opinion to support a trial of those responsible for the assassination,
namely PIDE agents who were fleeing from justice at the time. These were finally tried and sentenced in absentia.

The Constituent Assembly discussed at length the introduction of principles to make politically criminal the agents of
repression and the parties and ideologies associated with the dictatorial past. However, apart from the transitory
disposition referring to the trial of members of the political police, the only legal legacy of the transition in terms of
punitive measures against the old regime was the inclusion, in the 1976 constitution, of a prohibition against parties
based on a ‘fascist ideology’. This was kept intact following subsequent constitutional revisions, and in the 1990s,
despite criticisms regarding its usefulness, it was not only ratified by the parliament but was even used against a group
of the extreme right.

The Dual Legacy Discourse and the Consolidation of Democracy
An official exhibition on the twentieth century in Portugal was inaugurated in November 1999, with the sponsorship
of the presidency and the government, to celebrate twenty-five years of Portuguese democracy. Directed at the public
at large and students in particular, thousands of Portuguese travelled through the dark passages of Salazarism, through
the torture chambers of the political police and corridors lined with photographs of political prisoners, while
opposition figures and the pro-democratic press were celebrated. There was a dark threatening corridor dedicated to
the colonial war, which ended in a well lit area celebrating the fall of the dictatorship. Significantly, the exhibition ended
where democracy began. The turbulent period of the first years of the transition were omitted, represented
symbolically by thematic panels which portrayed the process of social and political change that had taken place in the
twenty-five years since the fall of the Salazar regime.

It would have been very hard for an official exhibition to deal with the transitional period, given the complex legacy of
the first two years of the transition. According to the official discourse of
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the PS led by Mário Soares and the democratic parties of the centre–right, the period of the consolidation of
democracy was one shaped by a ‘double legacy’: the authoritarianism of the right under the New State, and the
authoritarian threat of the left of 1974–5. The moderate elite that dominated the period of consolidation inherited a
complex situation in 1975. The military intervention of 25 November marked the beginning of the process of
democratic institutionalization. At this time, however, the process was still under the tutelage of the military through
the CR, which played the role of a constitutional court until 1982. In the economic sphere, there was a strong recession
and salaries were drastically cut, to ensure the implementation of austerity measures after the first Portuguese
agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). In the social arena, problems arose associated with the return
of hundreds of thousands of refugees from Africa, following the decolonization process.

The official discourse of the first two constitutional governments led by the prime minister, Mário Soares, and by the
first democratically elected president, moderate Ramalho Eanes, favoured ‘reconciliation’ and ‘pacification’. The purges
were quickly interrupted and were re-evaluated under the pressure of the parties of the right and centre–right, which
considered them an excess of the early period of the transition. At the same time, a number of communists, as well as
left-wing civilian and military personalities, were removed from office. Many militants of the parties of the extreme left
or the PCP were removed from posts in the state bureaucracy and public enterprises.

Active and retired military officers unleashed the terrorist action of the MDLP and ELP, but the organizations were
soon dissolved with the return of General Spínola to Portugal. Some of their members were gaoled. For the most part,
however, trials dragged on for years and led to vendettas between those affected, given their extensive links with
moderate elements during the hot summer of 1975 and promises that their crimes would be forgotten. The repression
of the Popular Forces of 25 April (FP-25) was much more complex, and trials of various members of this organization
are still pending. Despite this outburst of violence, the climate of political reconciliation predominated in the last years
of the 1970s, shaping the way in which the government dealt with the legacy of the dictatorship.

After the ‘hunt of the pides’ (caça aos pides), when those who had not fled the country became the object of a witch hunt,
members of the (PIDE/DGS) languished in gaol for two years awaiting trial.
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The trials were carried out according to the new political ethos of the post-revolutionary phase. Those who had not
taken advantage of their parole to emigrate received only light sentences, and people who had good military records
from the colonial war received especially benevolent treatment. Although there were demonstrations, and the public
criticized the light sentencing, a context of reinforcement of the rule of law and the reaction against the turbulence of
1974–5 ensured that moderation won the day.

At the same time, from 1976 until the first years of the 1980s, steps were taken to reintegrate those who had been
purged. New legislation was passed and measures were quickly adopted to normalize the situation in the economic
arena, in which the ‘savage’ purges had been most severe. The government also implemented a series of measures to
facilitate the return of exiles and business administrators who had been purged. The new decree law number 471 of 14
June 1976 declared null and void the purges that had violated the laws of the period, namely those led by workers in
the private and public sectors for political and ideological reasons (Diário do Governo, 1, no. 138: 1332).

While the Labour Ministry revised the purge process, those who had been purged organized themselves with the
creation of the ‘Pro Integration Movement of the Unjustly Exonerated’ (O Século, 7 May 1976). The trade union
movement carried out several strikes and sporadic occupations against the reintegration of purged elements,
particularly in the nationalized public sector. They did not meet with success, however, and the new private press
played a key role in defending reintegration (Jornal Novo, 31 December 1976).

The purge commissions in the ministries ceased to operate in 1976 and the CR, which took on the role of these
commissions as well as the leadership of the Commission for the Extinction of the PIDE/DGS, reinforced legal
mechanisms to ensure a process of rehabilitation. The Commission for the Analysis of Purge Appeals, which also
depended on the Council, continued to work until the beginning of the 1980s and rehabilitated the majority of people
whose cases it reviewed. Dismissal was overwhelmingly replaced by compulsory retirement or simply by integration.
All remaining sentences were diminished and often were accompanied by the payment of earnings lost and by the
validation of time in office for retirement purposes. If the resistance of trade unions or students was particularly severe,
some people were reintegrated but transferred to other institutions, and others simply stayed at home for a few years
before returning to their posts. In some universities the return of the saneados was delayed until the beginning of the
1980s.
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When the CR was abolished, some suits were transferred to the administrative courts, and the Commission for the
Extinction of the PIDE/DGS, which by that stage had become a mere caretaker of the gigantic archive of the political
police, came under parliamentary aegis. Parliamentary debates regarding the future of the archives were often heated
and passionate, with some parties such as the CDS arguing in favour of their destruction. Their incorporation into the
national archives and their opening to the public, albeit with temporary restrictions, was not uncontroversial. It was
possible owing to the pressure exerted by historians and left-wing politicians.26

The impact of the return of right-wing exiles to Portugal and of the press campaigns in favour of those who had been
expropriated in 1974–5, coupled with the search for some anti-communist ‘military heroes’, was hardly noticeable. The
process of decolonization, aggravated by the inability to mobilize those returning from Africa, marked the end of an
era for the Portuguese radical right. The relatively peaceful process of reintegrating those returning from the former
colonies was not merely a consequence of the ‘quiet habits’ ascribed to the Portuguese, or of state support. It was also
a product of the nature of the white community in Africa, for example its relatively recent settlement in the colonies
and the concomitant maintenance of family ties in Portugal. Emigration to other countries such as South Africa also
diminished the numbers returning and the shock of social absorption.

By the end of the 1970s, the situation no longer favoured the political re-conversion of the ‘barons’ of the dictatorship
and of military figures with populist tendencies, who hoped to make political capital out of their involvement in anti-
communist action in the mid-1970s. By that time the military had been removed from the political arena, and the
parliamentary parties and their bases of support had been stabilized and consolidated. The abolition of punitive
legislation affecting the dictatorial elite and the process of democratic consolidation encouraged some of the leading
figures of the old regime to return to Portugal. The last president of the New State, Admiral Américo Tomás, who
maintained a ‘political silence’ until his death, as well as some former ministers, returned. Marcello Caetano refused to
return from Brazil, where he died in 1980. None of those returning, however, wanted to associate themselves with a
possible rebirth of the radical right, and few of
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them joined the democratic parties. Some exceptions prove the rule: Adriano Moreira, former minister for the
colonies, developed a political career under the new democracy, becoming a deputy and then the secretary general of
the CDS for a short time. Among the Caetano ministerial elite there were a few that became involved in politics again,
but the number is insignificant. Veiga Simão, who designed the policy to modernize the school system shortly before
the fall of the regime, offers one of the rare examples of a reactivated political career.

By 1985, on the eve of Portugal's accession to the EEC, the heritage of the double legacy was practically extinct. There
was no party of the right of parliamentary or electoral significance that represented the old elite or acted as a carrier of
authoritarian values inherited from Salazarism. The legacy of state socialism and military guardianship had also
disappeared after the successive constitutional reforms. In this now fully democratic period, measures to deal with the
past have consisted of two strands of action. On the one hand, there have been legislative attempts to solve matters
pending in the arena of compensation and access to former police files, as well as judicial processes dealing with
pending trials of post-1975 terrorist forces. On the other hand, there have been official and private initiatives that
pertain to a wider ‘politics of memory’. Initiatives include changing street names, and the public rehabilitation or
honouring of opposition figures, as well as the creation of exhibitions or ‘memory sites’, and the production of new
films and documentaries. Attempts to compensate militants who had fought against the dictatorship were made from
the 1970s onwards, but some bills were not even approved by the parliament (Diário de Notícias, 16 June 1976). It was
only in 1997 that Law 20 of 19 June, passed by the socialist government of António Guterres, compensated opposition
militants for their years spent in exile or clandestine activity through the payment of social security benefits and
pensions.27

According to the law, candidates must prove persecution by reference to the PIDE/DGS archives, which is no easy
task. At the beginning of 2000, the right-wing Popular Party (PP) proposed that former Portuguese African colonists
be compensated for their material losses, arguing that the way in which post-1974
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governments administered the decolonization process makes the Portuguese state responsible for their losses. The
Guterres government has thus far refused to accept this logic, arguing that the post-independence African
governments involved are responsible.

As in other transitions to democracy, particularly those of Eastern Europe, for some years the fate of the archives of
the repressive institutions of the old regime was a topic of heated debate. Given the nature of the fall of the regime, the
military took possession of the PIDE/DGS archives and these survived almost intact—including, more importantly,
perhaps, the archives of Salazar himself, which were kept in the headquarters of the Presidency of the Council of
Ministers after the dictator died in 1970. This archive, which had been rigorously kept by Salazar, gives a unique
account of forty years of Portuguese political life. Both the PIDE/DGS and the Salazar archives were deposited in the
national archive. Like other archives of the New State, these are governed by a liberal access law. Important public
debates about the archives began in the 1990s, when they were opened to the public. One such debate in 1996,
provoked by a former socialist minister who had been a victim of the PIDE/DGS, centred around the return to their
original owners or their heirs of letters, photographs, and other materials apprehended by the political police. Although
some defended this proposed course of action during the parliamentary debates that ensued, the negative reaction of
the majority of historians ensured that the archives remained in the national archive.

The most important matter pending in the judicial system is that of the FP-25 and of Otelo Saraiva de Carvalho. This
group was active in the early 1980s, and killed six people in terrorist action designed to ‘challenge’ the abandonment of
the revolution and the evolution of the liberal democratic trend of the period. They are therefore more properly related
to the second part of the ‘dual legacy’ rather than with the process of backward-looking accountability for the crimes
of the dictatorship. Former President Mário Soares attempted on various occasions to promote an amnesty for all
those implicated in these crimes, the last of which was made on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the revolution. The
pardon was extended after Saraiva de Carvalho, who had already completed five years of a sixteen-year sentence
between 1984 and 1989, and other members of the group signed a document in 1990 promising to abandon the armed
struggle. However, the pardon excluded moral and material damages caused by blood crimes, because of the
opposition of the CDS and PSD in parliament. Thus, the trial
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of the fifty members of the FP-25 and their leader for blood crimes, which entered a new phase at the end of 1999, is
still working its way through the courts at the time of writing.

In the wider area of the politics of memory, there have been many initiatives, with a renewed surge of interest in the
past with the celebrations of the turn of the century. Under the new ‘constitutional’ period, democratic institutions
were immediately associated with the legacy of political opposition to the dictatorship, and successive presidents
awarded opposition figures the Order of Freedom and posthumously rehabilitated many victims of the regime.
General Humberto Delgado was awarded military honours posthumously, for example. Other attempts to de-
legitimate the authoritarian past symbolically were made with the alteration of national holidays and street names, a
process initiated immediately after the fall of the dictatorship. Streets and other public places were renamed after
famous opposition figures—republicans, communists, and socialists alike—and Salazar's name was removed from
monuments and squares. Most notoriously, the name of the dictator was removed from the first bridge built across the
Tagus River, which was renamed after the revolution of April 1974. Statues and sculptures in honour of militants of
the clandestine opposition and memorializing 25 April were inaugurated, particularly in the municipalities dominated
by the left in the Alentejo. The date of the republican revolution of 5 October 1910, which had never been abolished
by the dictatorship, became much more salient. The date of the military coup of 28 May 1926 was replaced by a
national holiday celebrating the coup of 25 April 1974, which is considered the founding date of the new democracy.

In Portugal the creation of museums of repression and the dictatorship are notably absent. All such projects presented
in the first two years of the transition were abandoned because of a lack of interest within civil society and political
parties such as the PS or the PCP, or a lack of enthusiasm on the part of the state. A project to turn the Commission
on the Black Book on the Fascist Regime into a Museum of the Resistance failed to garner the support of the
centre–right government of Cavaco Silva in 1991. Some modest initiatives were undertaken by city councils run by
PS–PCP coalitions, such as the Lisbon council in the 1990s. The so-called Museum of the Republic and Resistance is a
case in point. It was only towards the end of the 1990s that private foundations were created with the explicit aim of
consolidating the memory of resistance to Salazarism and the transition to democracy. Such is the case of the Mário
Soares Foundation, established after the
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former president retired from active political life. Other more modest initiatives were undertaken mainly by the
municipal governments when under PS or PCP rule. From the 1990s onwards, however, such initiatives became more
consensual. Examples include the creation of libraries named after resistance fighters to the dictatorship, a project for
the establishment of a museum honouring Aristides Sousa Mendes, a Portuguese diplomat who gave thousands of
Jews visas when he was a consul in Bordeaux without the permission of the dictatorship, and was dismissed without a
pension for disobedience to Salazar.

There are also occasional ‘irruptions of memory’ (Wilde, 1999) that arise from unresolved cases or new revelations by
former regime members. In 1998, for example, the chief of the PIDE/DGS brigade that had murdered Humberto
Delgado gave an interview to a Portuguese journalist in which he stated that he regularly travelled to Portugal,
although he had been condemned in absentia to eight years' imprisonment. He was quickly found in Spain, where he
had been living under a false name. A Spanish court blocked his return to Portugal, however, and the Portuguese court
that had originally tried him admitted that the statute of limitations applied to his case (Diário de Notícias, 26 February
1999).

Finally, in the area of cultural production, documentaries and films on the past have proliferated in the last few years.
The state television service, the RTP, and the private television channels have produced a documentary series on the
Portuguese twentieth century. It has provided viewers with a critical analysis of many of the most important legacies of
the past, including the experience of the colonial war, using old footage, much of it seen for the first time since the
period in which it was originally filmed. The maturity and depth of the analysis reflects the long road that Portugal has
travelled since 1974 in its attempts to deal with the legacy of authoritarianism.

Conclusion
Portugal and Spain are two paradigmatic cases of transition to democracy in the 1970s. The presence in the former and
absence in the latter of transitional justice measures is doubtless linked to the nature of the process of rupture in
Portugal and of ruptura-pactada in the case of Spain. The Lusitanian movement of symbolic and real punitive measures
for crimes of the authoritarian past was an integral part of the crisis of the state in Portugal, and
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was characterized by the emergence of a dual legitimacy. Although short-lived and diffuse, the punitive process marked
a durable break in the political culture of the country's social and political elite.

It was the nature of the transition process, which opened a window of opportunity for the process, that gave the
Portuguese social elite the biggest ‘scare’ that it suffered in the twentieth century. Popular participation in the purge
process, unshackled by the framework of due process and driven forward by an active radical left, placed retroactive
justice beyond the rule of law. Concomitantly, transitional justice measures were reversed once the moderate elite
favouring liberal democracy gained the upper hand.

This dynamic contrasts dramatically with the Latin American cases. In these cases transitional justice has been seen by
most observers as a necessary or vital component of a process of democratization; in the Portugal of the 1970s,
however, the reverse was true. Democratic consolidation was synonymous with the reversal of punitive measures,
rather than with their deepening or extension.

The Portuguese case also serves to highlight the lessons learnt in Eastern Europe. When transitional justice becomes
part of the dynamic of a political battle between competing elites, in this case between two different social and political
projects, and when the capacity of response of the old dictatorial elite is almost absent, the likelihood that new
injustices are perpetrated increases. In such cases, the punishing of past crimes when associated with revolutionary
demands for social justice may not be conducive to democratization or to the affirmation of basic democratic values or
legality.

The importance of international forces also becomes apparent when examining this case. As with Eastern Europe, the
desire and perceived need to enter the ‘European family’ favoured both the containment of revolutionary forces and
the moderate, democratic national project. Illegal purges in this context were inadvisable. At the same time, the
Portuguese settling of accounts was not submitted to the same international scrutiny by human rights organizations as
in Eastern Europe, where the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and European institutions have criticized the
violation of due process involved in the lustration process. Portugal was not shackled by the new human rights ethos
found today: rather, it was constrained by a Cold War context, membership of NATO, and the hope of belonging to
the European Community.

Paradoxically, while a policy of ‘reconciliation’ in the wake of a badly administered punitive process may be affirmative
of a new
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democratic legality, it may also contribute to a delayed ‘working through’ of the past. The Portuguese case would seem
to indicate this. The trauma of the revolutionary years ‘wiped out’ that of the authoritarian period. The degree of
polarization generated by these processes meant that it was many years before Portuguese society was able to engage in
a more mature ‘politics of memory’ about the authoritarian dual legacy of right and left.

In Portugal as elsewhere, the dilution of the weight of the authoritarian past has occurred simultaneously with the
process of democratic consolidation. Economic growth has transformed the social fabric, diluting or even eliminating
the traditional society once governed by Salazar. The affirmation of democracy and the gradual modernization of the
state, aided and abetted by European integration, have diluted old points of reference and generated new cleavages.
While there are attitudinal vestiges of the past among the political elite and civil society, in contrast with more recent
transition processes such as that in Chile, loyalties and debates are no longer dominantly framed by the dichotomies or
cleavages generated by the dictatorship or the revolutionary period. The demand for and polarization generated by the
punishment of the old elite expired early on in the transition process, becoming a remembered part of the legacy of the
past.
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3 Justice, Politics, and Memory in the Spanish 28

Paloma Aguilar

Introduction
When a profound political transformation takes place, successor regimes have to decide what to do with institutions
and individuals linked to the previous regime. New political elites ‘have had to decide whether leaders of, collaborators
with or agents of the former regime should be brought to court or otherwise penalised, and whether and how the
victims of the regimes should be rehabilitated and compensated’ (Elster, 1998: 7). In Spain, the main civilian and
military institutions inherited from the Franco dictatorship were not purged after his death. There were no ‘truth
commissions’ or trials to judge those responsible for deaths, torture, and illegal detentions, which surprised some lucid
political analysts (Przeworski, 1988: 101). In light of this, it is important to look into the limits of the ‘politics of
consensus’, the groups excluded from ‘national reconciliation’, and the repercussions of the absence of such political
justice on the consolidation and institutionalization of democracy.29 The first part of this chapter will outline the
particular features of the Spanish case, taking into account the impact of collective memories of the Civil War (1936–9)
and the subsequent

28 I would like to thank Alexandra Barahona de Brito (who translated this chapter from the Spanish), Carmen González, Juan J. Linz, and Jesús Cuéllar for their comments and
help.

29 The Communist Party in exile began to announce a policy of ‘national reconciliation’ from the second half of the 1950s onwards. It thereby explicitly renounced an armed
struggle to topple the regime.



aversion to risk that this traumatic memory produced within Spanish society. The second section considers whether
there were any actors that actually called for measures of transitional justice. An analysis of the obstacles that emerged
to such policies is also undertaken. Any regime change entails the replacement of previous legal structures with new, in
this case democratic, ones. None the less, it is fundamental to understand which of the old structures are reformed and
which survive over time and come into conflict with the new democratic legality. The third section, then, assesses the
perverse legacies of authoritarian rule inherited by new democracies. The fourth section examines various policies
approved to rehabilitate victims and also which measures could not be passed and why. Finally, the concluding section
deals with the implications of the whole process for the functioning of Spanish democracy.

Fear, Memory, and Risk Aversion
Spaniards have observed with a mixture of pride and surprise how their transition has become the paradigm of a
peaceful transition from an authoritarian to a democratic regime.30 Other countries in transition have tried to emulate
the ‘Spanish model’. Members of the political elite of the transition have been invited to international debates, in the
hope that their personal experiences may limit the uncertainty usually prevailing during periods of political change. It is
understandable why assessments of the Spanish transition have not been more critical. The expectations that arose
after three years of civil war and almost forty years of dictatorship were not conducive to an especially optimistic
outlook.31
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After the death of Franco, the memory of the repeated collapse of social peace,32 coupled with an uncertainty regarding
social attitudes towards the old regime, led some observers to predict the worst. Raymond Carr, a prestigious British
expert on Spain, confessed in 1997 that he had feared ‘the worst’, given the climate of mobilization during the
transition, the number of confrontations between demonstrators and the police, and the acts of terrorism committed
by both left and right.33 Spanish observers like Juan Benet also had a pessimistic view of the ability of Spanish society to
shift peacefully towards democracy after Francisco Franco died in November 1975 (Benet, 1976: 11). The most
pessimistic observers were not representative of the feelings of the majority of people at the time; none the less, levels
of uncertainty and fear were very high. Fear was present throughout the transition largely because of a traumatic
memory of the Civil War given renewed impetus by fears of a military or right-wing reaction against emerging
democratic forces. Analysing a poll of 1979, Linz commented that half of the Basque population perceived significant
levels of fear around them at the time (Linz, 1986: 16–17). Other polls of 1975–7 show that peace, order, and stability
were top priorities for Spaniards (Aguilar, 1996a: 348–54). Even when ‘justice’, ‘democracy’, and ‘freedom’ got better
scores, ‘peace’ and ‘order’ were still very positively valued, and this is especially true if we compare Spain with other
European countries (Eurobarometer Opinion Polls).

It is fear of conflict that allows one to understand the attitude of the main actors involved in the transition process and
the institutional framework established during the period.34 Many decisions
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33 According to Carr, the British television constantly showed images of violent demonstrations in the Basque country throughout the period of the transition, and of brutal
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determined to avoid another civil war’ (El País , 31 March 1977: 23).
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‘adopted during the transitions period were taken with a strong risk aversion (limits on street mobilisation, the absence of
acts of revenge, the preference for formulas favouring institutional stability)’ (Colomer, 1998: 174–5; my italics.)

‘Risk aversion’ is a fundamental variable studied in game theory (Morrow, 1994: 36; Levy, 1992). As one author notes,
when key participants in a negotiation have ‘a similar attitude towards risk, the final result will be symmetrical.
Nonetheless, if they have different attitudes towards risk, the result will be asymmetrical. More specifically, the more a
player is averse to risk, the less he will obtain from a negotiation. The less inclined he is to risk the possibility of
disagreement, the more concessions he will make’ (Sánchez-Cuenca, 1995: 251). These theories can be applied to the
Spanish case, given that the transition was negotiated and the protagonists were Francoist reformists and moderate
opposition forces.35 Sectors of the extreme right and left of the 1970s would have preferred some form of violent
confrontation to prevent the establishment of a liberal democracy. In fact, both sides engaged in terrorist acts. The
groups least sensitive to the threat of civil conflict, however, were small minorities and essentially were absent from the
negotiating process.

If, according to Sánchez-Cuenca, the resources available to each actor determine levels of risk aversion, then in Spain
the regime reformists who initiated the process from within the regime had the most power. They forced the moderate
opposition to follow their lead on many occasions under threat of being made marginal to the process of political
change. This explains the decision of the opposition to make concessions precisely in the areas that most threatened
the armed forces. Regime reformists were closest to this group, which had the greatest capacity to subvert the
transition.36 Thus,

the initial advantage of former Francoists and the final pact with the anti-Franco forces avoided a calling to account
and acts of revenge against the old authoritarians. The policy of ‘national reconciliation’ entailed an amnesty for anti-
Franco forces and amnesia for pro-Francoists or, in other words, a renunciation of submitting political acts of the
past to judicial review (Colomer, 1998: 177; my italics)
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35 From a different point of view, see the study of the impact of fear on politics by Corradi et al. (1992).
36 Most researchers include Spain as an example of Huntington's ‘transformation’ type of transition (Huntington, 1991 : 114) as reformist elites from the Franco regime led the

first reforms. For reforms see Colomer (1996).



A curtain was drawn over the past in the name of ‘national reconciliation’, and it was accepted that acts of institutional
violence committed under the dictatorship should go unpunished. In exchange, regime reformists accepted the
liberation of all political prisoners, the legalization of the Spanish Communist Party (PCE), and truly free elections in
June 1977.37

Regardless of varying power resources, actors on both sides were risk-averse. There was widespread fear of a coup
that might degenerate into a civil war as in July 1936.38 This facilitated the negotiation process: ‘it did not take long
before the threat of an involution encouraged Francoist reformists and opposition groups to co-operate more closely’
(Rodríguez, 1997: 492). In such circumstances it is also likely that solutions may be accepted that are not entirely
satisfactory to any of the parties involved to avoid the least desirable outcome—in this case, a civil war. Indeed, players
may limit their demands beyond what is necessary. In Spain it was only with the passage of time that it has been
possible to verify the electoral weakness of the extreme right in the elections of 1977, 1979, 1982, and thereafter, as
well as the fragmentation of the armed forces (Agüero, 1995: 179 ff., 191–3, 197). At the time, however, this weakness
was not clear. After a second electoral defeat in 1979, the extreme right launched a so-called ‘tension strategy’ which
aimed to destabilize the transition, and consequently political violence became sufficiently commonplace to make the
threat of regression credible.39 The threat of confrontation has to be sufficiently credible for an aversion to conflict to
become so widespread that it conditions actors' preferences. In 1975 the memory of the Civil War
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37 For some, this kind of negotiated transition ‘contributed to legitimate the new regime in the eyes of many Francoists, by initiating political change while respecting the formal
procedures established by the Franco regime itself, thus permitting important Francoist groups to play an active role in the reform process, instead of remaining on the
margins as resentful enemies of change or victims of a political purge ’ (Gunther et al. , 1986 : 43; my italics).

38 There were various potential risks. The fear of a coup and ensuing widespread conflict affected both sides equally, while the fear of being excluded from negotiations
affected those with least resources—the democratic opposition. Regime reformists, however, were very interested in attracting the latter group in order to give democratic
legitimacy to their initiatives.

39 Authors have emphasized ETA terrorism more than terrorist acts by the extreme right. None the less, attacks by the right led to the death of 39 people between 1976 and
1981 (Soto, 1996 : 366). Various researchers have documented the infiltration in the 1970s of various international extreme right-wing groups in Spain, as well as the
impunity with which they operated during the transition because of police and intelligence services complicity and even involvement (Muñoz, 1982; Rodríguez, 1997;
Casals, 1998 : esp. 205).



was still alive, although it was a transmitted memory rather than a lived one for most people. However, the violence of
the 1970s activated that memory and evoked older conflicts. Memories of the only democratic period, the Second
Republic, and its tragic culmination in the Civil War were also resuscitated. Thus, although the Spanish transition is
remembered as the peaceful transition par excellence,40 more than 460 violent deaths for political purposes were
registered between 1975 and 1980 and about 400 people died in right and left-wing terrorist acts (Reinares, 1990: 390).
Of the sixty-three people who died in street demonstrations in the same period, over half were Basques (Adell, 1997).
Thus, ‘Elite pacts were certainly key to the democratisation of Spain, but these pacts were forged in a situation in which
extremism and moderation existed simultaneously. . . . 1976 was also a year of widespread violence and unceasing
mobilisation. Scholars have placed so much emphasis on the comparatively peaceful nature of Spain's transition that it
is easy to forget its violent elements’ (Bermeo, 1997: 309).

The absence of measures of political justice and even of public debate about such measures cannot be explained
without taking into account social and political perceptions strongly affected by the traumatic memory of a fratricidal
conflict, and an obsessive desire to avoid its repetition. The resulting will to forget helps to explain the choice of a
model of reformist political change. Logically, those who claimed to feel less fear—the Basque Nationalists—were also
the least inclined to forget (Linz, 1986: 17). They also attached least importance to ‘order’ and ‘peace’ in the polls and
were more critical of the transition model, precisely because their hopes for a radical break with the past were most
intense and their rejection of the dictatorship greatest.41
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40 Both critics and supporters of the transition refer to its exemplary characteristics. Colomer, for instance, notes the ‘near absence of violence’ (1998 : 180). For similar views
from less critical observers, see Huntington (1991 : 194–5); and Gunther et al. (1986 : 14). Although correct, this view may be a retrospective fallacy in so far as the final
success of the process should not lead one to forget the violence it also implied. It is my view that it was possible to activate this memory only because of the various
episodes of violence experienced at the time.

41 ‘According to the 1975 FOESSA Report “although nationally 80 per cent agreed with the comment, ‘In Spain, the most important thing is to maintain order and peace’, in
the Basque Country the figure was only 67 per cent.” (Aguilar, 1998b : 17–18). In 1985 more than 45 per cent of Spaniards felt that Francoism had been partly positive,
while only 20 per cent of Basques agreed with this and more than 55 per cent felt that Francoism had been only negative for Spain. Also in 1985, only 17 per cent of
Spaniards stated that they had wanted rapid and radical change after the death of Franco, while 27.5 per cent of Basques said they preferred such a change (Aguilar, 1999d).



The initial weakness of the democratic opposition encouraged it to call for a ‘pacted reform’ rather than a radical break
with the outgoing regime. This strategic shift was well calculated, as ‘it is likely that a more abrupt change of regime
accompanied by higher levels of disorder and violence would have polarised public opinion’ (Gunther et al., 1986: 442).
However, the abandonment of the strategy of rupture was also accompanied by the abandonment of certain
institutional reforms (at least until the mid-1980s), which, if approved, could have produced a better functioning
political system. At the time, however, Spanish society hoped that the Civil War should ‘never again’ be repeated, and
its objective was ‘national reconciliation’. All efforts therefore focused on creating an institutional framework that
garnered a consensus and thus prevented a repetition of past errors. To this end, political leaders embarked upon a
prolonged and tense constituent process. The resulting constitutional text was characterized by its emphasis on
governmental stability. It is also important to remember the feeling of collective guilt for the atrocities of the war. This
political learning process helps to explain the absence of transitional justice and the passage of a reciprocal amnesty.42
None of the ideological successors of the parts engaged in that conflict was particularly interested in carefully revising
the past.43

In retrospect, it seems obvious that there was a break with the past, as Spanish democracy is no doubt consolidated
and its legitimacy comparable to that of other European democracies (Montero et al., 1998: 16). Furthermore, the
transition itself involved a break with traditional procedures when a political change was at stake. Indeed, this
democracy is the only regime in Spain of this century that has not called prior regime leaders to account.44 The
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42 At the first opposition meeting of groups at home, and in exile held in Munich in 1962, nobody called for measures of political justice.
43 The Basque Nationalists did not feel the same sense of collective guilt, as their ulterior construction of historical memory turned them into the victims of a war that had

nothing to do with them (Aguilar, 1998c).
44 The Second Republic called politicians of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship to account, as Franco did with the Republicans, and the Primo de Rivera authorities called the

regime of the Restoration to account. One of the first measures adopted by Republican authorities was an amnesty for all political prisoners, apart from (unlike the 1977,
amnesty) the leaders of the previous dictatorship. They set up a special commission to establish political responsibilities in order subsequently to try crimes related mostly to
abuse of power. The commission condemned the King for high treason and presented a report in June 1932, listing the accused and the sentences, which was harshly
criticized even by some Republicans (Payne, 1993 : 40–42, 69–70, 73 ff.).



aim was to put an end to the historical failure to live harmoniously with the enemy, which had been responsible for two
centuries of military pronunciamientos, civil wars, dictatorships, and political instability. The transition was so positively
evaluated perhaps precisely because of this. Expectations were lower than in most other comparable cases, as Spain
had been unable to combine liberty with social harmony until then. This is largely why the process of change became a
model peaceful transition, despite the moments of deep tension experienced up until the first democratic elections
were held in June 1997 and beyond.

The Scope for Retroactive Justice
Many factors explain why some countries adopt measures of political justice and others do not. The scope for trials,
purges, and investigating commissions vary significantly from case to case, not only because of the nature of the
transition,45 but also as a result of other factors. Among these are preceding levels of violence, the nature of the
violence and its proximity in time to the transition, the residual strength of authoritarian institutions, the type of
activities previously undertaken by the democratic opposition, and the possibility of identifying those responsible for
repression.46 This does not justify a deterministic vision of processes of political change, however. While ‘initial
structures, including the political structure of the previous authoritarian regime, impose certain limits on the number
and availability of alternatives to choose from’, ‘these structures permit different decisions and can produce different
results depending on the initiatives, strategies and luck of the various political actors’ (Colomer, 1998: 12).

It is necessary to take into account not only institutional conditioning factors inherited from the outgoing regime, but
also the overwhelming desire of Spanish society to see a peaceful and gradual change and even to pretend that it had
forgotten the past rather than call anyone to account. Electoral behaviour and opinion polls
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45 According to Huntington, in most of the cases he assesses ‘justice was a function of political power. Officials of strong authoritarian regimes that voluntarily ended
themselves were not prosecuted; officials of weak authoritarian regimes that collapsed were punished, if they were promptly prosecuted by the new democratic government’
(Huntington, 1991 : 228).

46 An added problem is the destruction of most of the empirical evidence, secretly carried out after Franco's death (El País , 9 April 1978).



confirm this.47 As far as the political parties are concerned, the two main coalitions parties of the opposition—the
Democratic Junta, led by the PCE, and the Platform for Democratic Convergence, led by the Spanish Socialist
Workers Party (PSOE) before its unification in March 1976 as the Democratic Co-ordination—hardly mentioned
political justice.48 The Democratic Junta platform of June 1974 called for ‘the restitution of the property’ of the
workers' movement and ‘absolute amnesty’, with its main objective to ‘ensure a peaceful transition’. A year later the
manifesto of the Platform for Democratic Convergence proposed ‘the immediate liberation of political prisoners and
unionists, and the return of exiles’. A joint communiqué of the Democratic Co-ordinator called for a ‘democratic
rupture’ of a ‘peaceful nature’ and insisted on the need for amnesty (Chao, 1976: 287–8, 311, 315). All of them called
for the constitution of a provisional government and a referendum to choose between a monarchic or republican form
of government.

An examination of actual party texts before 1977 gives one a more accurate view of positions regarding retroactive
justice. In 1974 the PSOE called for the ‘dissolution of all repressive institutions’, for the ‘devolution of rights to all
persons deprived of [them] for political or trade union activities’, and for the ‘restitution of property expropriated from
political and trade union organisations’. In 1975 Iberian Socialist Convergence (CSI), later renamed the Federation of
Socialist Parties (FPS), demanded the ‘suppression of all laws and institutions inherited from the Franco regime’
(Sánchez Navarro, 1998: 159, 161). There was a widespread call to ‘dismantle the authoritarian regime’, but this meant
the introduction of democratic forms and not the expulsion or trial of those guilty of repression. Aside from an
amnesty, the suppression of special jurisdictions and the restitution of expropriated trade union and political party
property were the other key demands most often repeated by the moderate opposition (F. González and Guerra, 1977:
20–1, 36, 76, 123–4; Carrillo and Sánchez-Montero, 1977: 47–8, 70, 104; Felipe González in Ortzi, 1979: i. 50–1).
Private property expropriated with the Law of Political Responsibilities of 1939 was not
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47 On the absence of political debate about retroactive justice and a justification for this, see El País (15 December 1976: 8).
48 This is also true for the authors of The Urgent Reforms (Figuero et al. , 1976).



immediately dealt with,49 and measures of retroactive justice were never clearly demanded.50

In contrast with the moderate opposition, the extreme left and the radical Basque nationalists refused to join unified
opposition platforms and violently rejected the reformist strategy of the majority, sustaining demands abandoned by
the other political forces (Ortzi, 1979: ii. 34; Esteve, 1977: 175, 212). The radical Basques called for a generic ‘calling to
account’ and the ‘dissolution of repressive bodies.’51 On the extreme left, the Party of Work of Spain (PTE) called for
‘the nationalisation of the wealth of groups that openly oppose the constituent process’, or what it called ‘punitive
expropriations’ (Cruzado, 1977: 263–5). The Revolutionary Communist League (LCR) called for a ‘dismantling of the
regime and all its institutions and repressive bodies’ (Cruzado, 1977: 289; Laiz, 1995: 242–3). The latter returned to
these demands with special force after the attempted coup of 1981. The Marxist–Leninist Communist Party of Spain
(PCE m-l), one of the most extreme, also demanded the ‘formation of a Popular Army and the destruction of the
current one’ and the ‘dissolution and repression of the parties of the oligarchy’ (Cruzado, 1977: 308).

It is important to stress that these latter parties not only represented a very small minority, but also defended a
revolutionary political project incompatible with the liberal democracy. However, not even they contemplated trials or
truth commissions in their programmes. Once the process of transition was over, they questioned the new regime,
accusing it of continuity with the dictatorship, and attacking its democratic credentials. In the view of the Basque
terrorists, Basque Country and Freedom (ETA), in 1977, ‘the government is not democratic, but rather a continuation,
reform or mere change of image of the dictatorship’ (Laiz, 1995:
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49 This law permitted the expropriation of property of all suspected Republican collaborators. It was only in December 1975 that the administrative sanctions provided for by
the law were abolished (Baena and García Madaria, 1982 : 315). The exception to the rule is the Basque country, which in October 1984 passed a law on the Reversion of
Goods and Rights Expropriated (Law of 30 October 1983, Boletín Oficial del País Vasco : 188).

50 Before the 1977 elections the PCE ‘spoke not of dissolution’ but of a ‘greater reorganization’. The PSOE argued for the ‘sanctioning the really repressive elements’ (Esteve,
1977 : 175, 212).

51 Muñoz Alonso (1982 : 69; my italics). The level of public rejection of police action in the final years of the regime was such that it led to the ‘Get them out’ (‘Que se vayan ’)
campaign (Rivera, 1998 : 82).



256). In a 1978 ‘Letter to the Basque People’ it advocated ‘the expulsion from the Basque Country’ of all police
forces.52 Unity of the People (HB), the political arm of ETA which was created in April 1978, rejected the transition to
democracy as a form of ‘pure continuity with Francoism’.53

The Amnesty Law of October 1977, one of the first political measures approved by the new democratic government
with the support of a parliamentary majority, achieved two things (Aguilar, 1997b). First, most political prisoners were
released, including persons accused of blood crimes. Second, a ‘full stop’ was approved to prevent the trial of members
of the outgoing regime.54 Most Spaniards are not aware that the Amnesty Law contained two articles that prevented the
prosecution of torturers and all those who committed abuses during the dictatorship. They amnestied ‘crimes and
misdemeanours that the authorities or security officers and agents may have committed as a result or on the occasion
of the investigation and prosecution of acts contemplated by this law’, as well as ‘crimes committed by security officials
and agents that violate the rights of persons’. This failed to have a political impact because it was hardly mentioned in
parliamentary debates before the approval of the law. Both Congress and the Senate focused almost exclusively on
forgetting and pardoning. The most important newspapers of the period also failed to allude to these articles. It was
the view of many that ‘democratic Spain must from now on look to the future, forget the events and responsibilities of
the Civil War and distance itself from forty years of dictatorship . . . A people cannot and must not lack historical
memory: but the latter must serve to encourage projects for peaceful future coexistence rather than promote rancour
about the past’ (El País, 15 October 1977: 6). Apart from the right and radical Basque nationalists, which abstained
from voting on the law, for all other forces it meant
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52 Ortzi (1979 : ii. 10) For the argument used to call for the expulsion of the security forces from the Basque Country see Castells et al. (1978 : 168). For ETA's totally
negative view of the transition, see Mata López (1993 : 200–202).

53 Laiz (1995 : 275) For the continuation of torture and continuity of personnel, see Forest (1978 : 36–37, 44). For the particular case of the feared Political and Social Brigade
(BPS), see Jaúregui and Menéndez (1995 : 165). The BPS was dissolved in 1977, but most of its members were integrated into other security institutions, especially the state
security services (CESID), some of whose members were involved in the 1981 coup attempt and the GAL case.

54 For a very critical view of this exchange of incorporation and impunity, see Morán (1991 : 186–8 and 232). On the role of the UCD and the PSOE in this exchange, see
Jáuregui and Menéndez (1995: 29–30).



‘turning the page’. It was welcomed even by moderate Basque Nationalists, which praised it for promoting
‘forgetting’.55

During parliamentary debates, almost all groups praised the law precisely because it was an instrument of ‘national
reconciliation’, intended to ‘close the past’, ‘forget’, and start a new phase. Even the Communists boasted of wanting
to forget the past and ‘bury the dead’ and called for an amnesty that excluded no one. This was a product of the
perception of the dangers of not amnestying the Francoists. As a Communist parliamentarian commented, ‘a year ago
it seemed impossible, almost a miracle, to get out of the dictatorship without a serious trauma’. The Socialists also
insisted on the need to ‘bury and overcome 40 years of dictatorship’ and stated that the law declared the Civil War
finally over. Xavier Arzalluz, a leader of the Basque Nationalist Party (PNV), insisted repeatedly that it was necessary
to forget and that ‘the amnesty was from everybody to everybody, a forgetting from everybody for everybody’ as ‘both
sides [had] committed blood crimes’. Francisco Letamendía, a radical Basque militant radical who abstained from
voting, was the only one to call for a ‘measure to complement the amnesty’ to replace ‘the security forces inherited
from the dictatorship by others dependent upon the autonomous provinces’, as a ‘psychosis of occupation’ persisted in
the Basque Country (Ortzi, 1979: i. 10, 49). Finally, the representative of the government party, the Centre Democratic
Union (UCD), referred to the ‘indispensable, necessary, indeed deeply necessary reconciliation’ and the need to
overcome the past.56 Clearly, debates about the amnesty law were shaped by the memory of the Civil War.

The Amnesty Law focused on rehabilitating those serving prison sentences for fighting against an authoritarian regime
established after a military victory. It allowed civil servants to recover their jobs and pensions, but did not indemnify
either military officers or civil servants for salaries lost after being fired from their jobs. The two articles granting
impunity to the Francoists were publicly discussed only much later. Following the Anti-Terrorist Liberation Group
(GAL) scandal in the 1990s,57 the Secretary of Relations of
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55 There were 296 votes in favour, 2 against, and 18 abstentions.
56 Diario de Sesiones del Congreso. Sesión Plenaria (DSC) 24, 14/10/77: 954–974. In the end, the law was approved by 93.3 per cent of the votes, with 5.6 per cent abstaining and

0.6 per cent in opposition.
57 The GAL is a terrorist group created in the mid-1980s with the support of people in the Ministry of the Interior to exterminate members of ETA. Some of its members

were on the extreme right and were linked to certain people of the security services and the police. Some authors consider the group to be an inheritor of other right-wing
organizations operating during the transition, e.g. the Basque Spanish Battalion (BVE) and ETA Anti-Terrorism (ATE). Security service connivance with such groups is
amply documented; see e.g. Rodríguez (1997 : 451).



the PSOE stated that ‘the only full stop law that exists is the one that we, the democrats, passed in October 1977 for
the Francoists. That year we decided not to call anyone to account for the 40 years of dictatorial rule so as to achieve
reconciliation for once and for all’ (El País, 6 August 1995: 14). The fact that the law was remembered as a result of the
GAL scandal is no accident. Many have indicated that this anti-terrorist group could never have been organized if a
purge of the armed forces and the police inherited from Franco had taken place. This is difficult to prove, however.
Many other European countries have engaged in ‘dirty war’ practices without the support of institutions and personnel
of former dictatorships.

The human rights violations that took place during the second half of the Franco regime were not comparable to the
violence of the 1940s but were nevertheless frequent towards the end of the dictatorship, especially in the Basque
Country.58 There were various cases of torture and illegal detention under the cover of a repressive legislation that,
according to the Democratic Justice Association (AJD), was itself violated frequently. This association, which was
secretly created in 1971 by a sector of the judiciary opposed to the legal arbitrariness of the Franco regime, denounced
government violations of the laws approved by its own regime (Sinova, 1984: ii. 570). It never became a pressure
group favouring accountability during the transition. In a document of January 1977, it proposed certain reforms to
the government, such as the suppression of the death penalty and of discrimination of all kinds, and the penalization of
torture. It also called for the reform of the judiciary and the concomitant elimination of all special jurisdictions, and for
the derogation of the anti-terrorist decree law and other laws repressing democratic freedoms. Last but not least, the
AJD called for the ‘immediate civil court jurisdiction over the police forces’ and the ‘proclamation of a total amnesty
for politically motivated crimes and for all kinds of government infractions of a similar nature’ (Justicia Democrática, 1978:
310–11; my italics) The Association did not call for retroactive justice: rather, it called for a ‘full stop’ law and an
amnesty for political prisoners.
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58 According to Rivera, of the 36 persons killed by the police in Spain in 1974–5, almost two out of three were Basques (Rivera, 1998 : 82). For the much more violent nature
of the transition in the Basque Country see Gunther et al. (1986 : 443).



Despite the undeniably wide-ranging amnesty (it even covered trade union issues such as the obligation to restore jobs
to those fired for political reasons), there are two important groups that were excluded from its benefits. This reveals
the capacity of the military to defend its corporate interests even against the will of the majority of the political class.
The officers that had formed a clandestine group in favour of democracy, the Democratic Military Union (UMD),59
and former Republican Army combatants, who were defeated in the Civil War and constantly discriminated against by
the Franco regime, were not allowed to reintegrate with the armed forces.60 Pressures from the military were accepted
to avoid alienating the army from the political process, particularly as ETA terrorism had peaked since the death of
Franco. After the amnesty law was passed, ETA carried out deadly terrorist attacks, so that the prisons were again
filled with its members. Fear of a negative military reaction, whose officers were top targets of the terrorists, was
apparent throughout the whole process.61 Indeed, it was necessary to disarm some attempted coups, and high-level
army officers did not hesitate to show discontent or even to resign when faced with political measures that they found
disagreeable, such as the legalization of the PCE.

Institutional Continuities, or the Legacies of Dictatorship62

The possibility of introducing radical reforms during the transition was notably reduced after the referendum on the
Law of Political Reform of December 1976 and the signature by the government and the main opposition parties of
the Moncloa Pacts in October 1977. The former established a reformist path for political change, while the latter
consecrated key rights and provided for reforms of the Penal and Military Justice Codes. The section on the
reorganization of the forces of law and order did not mention the elimination,

SPAIN 105

59 On the UMD military see e.g. Morales and Celada (1981 : 8 ff.).
60 For the role of the military in preventing an amnesty for the UMD military and former members of the Republican Army, see Busquets, cited in Sinova (1984 : ii. 514–15),

and Morales and Celada (1981: 11).
61 According to some authors, the PSOE did not block military promotions of some of the most notorious Francoists in order to avoid military radicalization (Jaúregui and

Menéndez, 1995 : 196).
62 The pioneer study on the legacies of Francoism is Malefakis (1982).



purge, or total transformation of security forces.63 In contrast with various Latin American countries, in Spain the
military ‘did not feel the need to seek protection vis-à-vis possible attempts to punish them for past crimes. A lot of time
had gone by since the atrocities of the Civil War and human rights had ceased to be a conflictive issue. Memories of
high numbers of victims on both sides of the Civil War acted as an incentive for moderation’ (Agüero, 1995: 117–18).
There was also fear of possible army reactions.64 In the absence of social demands for such measures, the already timid
opposition proposals were dropped immediately from electoral platforms. As national reconciliation was a priority,
nobody contemplated retroactive justice measures. However, fear also prevented actors from proposing the
institutional reforms necessary for a better functioning of the democratic system.

One of the most delicate issues in the first years of the transition was not only what to do about the armed institutions
inherited from the dictatorship, but also how to prevent them from conditioning the transition process itself. They
constituted the most serious challenge to political elites at the time.65 Persuading the armed forces66 to accept the
democratic process was difficult,
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63 The right-wing Popular Alliance did not participate in the political pacts, but only in the economic ones, which received more public attention. This reflects the climate of the
period, which resisted publicizing the measures that dismantled the Franco regime. One of the reforms that had not been undertaken in February 1978 was that pertaining
to the Military Code of Justice (El País , 25 October 1997: 23): that was undertaken only in September 1980 (Organic Law 9/1980; Boletín Oficial del Estado (BOE) 9/1980).

64 Certainly, memory of the fratricidal conflict helped to foment a spirit of understanding and negotiation. The distance in time of postwar repression served to dissolve certain
tensions, given that by the time of Franco's death 70 per cent of the Spanish population had had no direct experience of the Civil War. The greatest number of deaths and
prison population was found in Spain from the beginning of the Civil War, in 1936, until 1949. According to the most recent study, there were 120,000 civilian deaths during
the war, that is, those killed behind the front lines. To these one must add all those who died in the front, as well as those killed in the postwar period. The final figure is
approximately 600,000 victims (Juliá, 1999).

65 Some authors have focused on the main obstacles facing the democratic forces (Jaime-Jiménez and Reinares, 1998 : 172 ff.; Morán, 1991). Although the army played a key
role in anti-democratic pressures, it too was weak owing to internal divisions and the absence of an alternative political project (Agüero, 1995 : 179 ff.).

66 On the overwhelming Francoist loyalty of the high command and top officers of the army and intelligence services, see Martínez Inglés (1994 : 33–4). For opposition to
reform, see Delgado (1996 : 16). On how notorious cases of torture by the Guardia Civil and armed police finally galvanized the government into action with reform, see
Delgado (1996 : 17). On the dissonance between the new democratic society and these forces and their effect on the ETA, see Delgado (1996 : 17, 21).



largely because the high command was faithful to the memory of Franco and his political legacy. Indeed, many had
fought in the Civil War and their subsequent ideological development, like that of the dictator himself, had been
practically non-existent. The coronation of King Juan Carlos I and the continuation in power of the Francoist political
elite had calmed the military immediately after the death of Franco. Soon, however, the contradiction between armed
institutions inherited almost intact from the Franco period and the new democratic situation became apparent. The
police often acted with unnecessary force to repress acts that during the Franco regime had been considered threats to
public order. Demonstrations that are unproblematic today frequently ended in serious and sometimes deadly conflicts
between the police and demonstrators.67

Their loyalty to Franco explains the profound irritation that the armed forces felt regarding three elements that
characterized the transition. First, the mobilizations and strikes of the early years annoyed them because the
maintenance of public order had been one of the goals most tenaciously pursued by the dictatorship (López Garrido,
1987: 8). Second, they resented calls for territorial autonomy by the nationalist and left-wing parties, as one of the
other great Francoist obsessions had been maintaining the unity of Spain at all costs and curtailing any decentralizing
political or administrative tendencies.68 Third, they abhorred terrorist attacks, and particularly those led by ETA, as
members of the military were those who suffered the brunt of these attacks.69 The most recent data from the Ministry
of Defence indicates that between 1968 and 1998 almost 60 per cent of ETA victims were members of the police or
the army.70 (The Guardia Civil accounted for 25.2 per cent, the National Police for 18.3 per cent, the army for 12.1 per
cent, the local police for 2.8 per cent, and Basque Autonomous Police (Ertzaintza) for 1 per cent.)71
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67 Jaime-Jiménez and Reinares (1995) have described the bewilderment of the police in the face of the great transformation of the notion of ‘public order’ under democracy, as
well as in the absence of basic institutional reforms.

68 The latter called for self-determination in the months following the death of Franco.
69 Conservative forces used continued terrorism to ensure the passage of more repressive legislation. On the negative effect of terrorism on police and military reform, see

López Garrido (1987 : 16).
70 Consult site www.mir.es/oris/infoeta/esp. This percentage is notably higher only if one takes into account victims up to 1980.
71 For figures see also Shabad and Llera (1995 : 442). Agüero (1995 : 243) also compares victims and whether they are civilian or military.

www.mir.es/oris/infoeta/esp


Apart from the successive attempts to de-politicize the forces (which were barred from political activity of any kind),
measures were passed in 1977–1982 to change military symbols and codes of ethics. The reforms carried out under
the first Socialist government (1982–1986) were fourfold: symbolic transformations and reforms of (1) military morals
and (2) justice, (3) personnel related policies, and (4) other structural measures (Torre, 1996: 293–5, 297–9). Four laws
were passed, regarding the Spanish coat of arms, the swearing of allegiance to the flag, ordinances, and the military
justice code. The reforms promoted the subordination of the military courts to the civil judiciary, which allowed
appeals against sentences by the military tribunals in the Supreme Court. In 1978 the armed police were ‘demilitarized’,
removing the army from police functions it had exercised.

It was however only after the consolidation of democracy, or the failed coup of 1981 and the victory of the PSOE in
1982, that a series of crucial measures were approved.72 The coup attempt alerted the political class to the anti-
democratic tendencies of a good part of the command structure, as well as to the dangers implicit in reforms
undertaken by a weak government lacking broad social support.73 The most profound reform of the security forces
was possible only after the PSOE obtained an absolute majority for the first time since 1977. Organic Law 1/1984,
which reformed the National Defence Organic Law of 1980, gave civilians control over military and defence matters
and promoted the modernization of the army. Measures were passed to reinforce the role of the Ministry of Defence
vis-à-vis the command of the three branches of the force. The law ‘allowed the minister to direct, co-ordinate and
control personnel policy in the armed forces and supervise military education’,74 both ‘very delicate areas that the
military chiefs considered of institutional interest’.75

Despite the reforms, the great majority of people linked to the Francoist repressive apparatus continued to work in
various state
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72 After the attempted coup, ‘only a very modest purge was undertaken’ (Buck, 1998 : 1619).
73 All parliamentary parties except the PNV and HB participated in the massive demonstration. The extra-parliamentary left and the anarchist union, CNT, called for a purge

(El País , 27–28 Feb. 1981).
74 For the lack of reform in education until recently see López Garrido (1987 : 158–159, 163). The first civil–military school of peace and defence studies was established only

in 1997 (RDL 1643/1997, 24 Oct. 1997).
75 See Agüero (1995 : 311, 315). For a description by the Ministry of Defence of its own evolution, which takes the reform process right up to 1996, consult www.mde.es/

mde/evolu.htm.

www.mde.es/mde/evolu.htm
www.mde.es/mde/evolu.htm


institutions. In the case of the police, although important organizational reforms took place that allowed for the
elimination of some special police bodies such as the notorious Social Investigation Brigade (BIS),76 most members
were simply moved to other police departments. There was however an effort to ensure that all those who had become
particularly notorious for their brutality in the Francoist prisons should have as little visibility as possible in their new
posts.77 In some instances their departure from the police was facilitated by a reduction in the retirement age.78

The creation of ETA and the emergence of student and trade union protest during the last years of the regime led to
the approval of repressive legislation that counteracted what had been a process of significant political liberalization.79
The Law of Public Order of 1959, the Decree on Banditry and Terrorism of 1969 (derogated only in 1971), and the
Penal and Military Justice Codes had been particularly harsh. These laws permitted the suspension of the civil rights of
those suspected of participating in terrorist attacks until 1977 (Royal Decree Law (RDL) 4/1977, Boletín Oficial del
Estado (BOE) 25/1977). Another key repressive institution was the Tribunals of Public Order (TOP), created in 1963,
which processed countless members of the democratic opposition (RDL 2/1977; BOE 4/1977). New courts were
created to replace the TOPs in 1977, but they were still charged with processing pending cases in accordance with the
pre-existing repressive legislation. At the same time, TOP staff was assigned to other judicial bodies with precedence
over other people competing for posts. The rules governing the penal system were also changed in 1977 in order to
adapt it to a new ‘social reality’ and to ensure the greatest possible respect ‘for the humanity and legal rights of recluses’
(RDL 2273/1977; BOE 210/1977). Some articles of the Penal Code and Law for Criminal
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76 The BPS was responsible for the repression of the democratic forces. It was very much feared, and they did not even respect Francoist legislation (Justicia Democrática , 1978
: 19).

77 Pons Prades entitles one of the chapters in his book ‘torturers who are still on the loose’ (1987 : 295 ff.). He cites a letter sent by a group of tortured persons to Felipe
González in 1985, which accuses member of the BPS, Jesús Martínez Torres, and an official from the then Interior Ministry, José Barrionuevo, for their suffering and for
denying their claims (1987 : 296–7). The only book on the BPS is by Batista (1995).

78 See Jaúregui and Menéndez (1995 : 170). It is known that the Ministry of the Interior holds ‘a hundred thousand Francoist police files’ (Jaúregui and Menéndez, 1995 :
183–4). Other archives have been destroyed.

79 For a study of judicial policy under Franco, see Bastida (1986) and Lanero (1996); for student and worker protest, see Maravall (1978).



Sentencing were also partially derogated (Law 20/1978; BOE 20/1978).

The civil administrative bureaucracy had already undergone some reforms in the preceding two decades. It was left
almost intact by the new democracy as, in contrast with the bureaucracies of the former communist regimes, it was
considered a legitimate power structure in which forms of recruitment were sufficiently based on merit and efficiency.
Perhaps this explains why polls show that a majority of civil servants were openly in favour of democracy.80 None the
less, the provincial headquarters of the National Movement (MN),81 the single regime party, which were dependent
upon the civil governors and were key administrative posts in terms of ideological control and repression at the
provincial and local levels, were eliminated. The civil governors were maintained despite their bad reputation in terms
of public order. The statutes governing their role were revised only in 1980. Although they retained their powers over
public order matters, as well as control over the forces of law and order at the provincial level, they were also charged
with ‘watching over the rights and freedoms recognized and guaranteed by the Constitution’. It was only years later
that the post of civil governor was suppressed completely.

Royal Decree Law abolished the MN and related political bodies on 1 April 1977. However, many of their organs
linked to the media, education, culture and sports survived for some time. MN personnel were transferred to other
official institutions as civil servants. Most of the women linked to the Female Section of the Falange (about 24,000)
were sent without any training to work in public libraries; others, linked to the media section of the MN, were similarly
transferred. This caused an outcry among members of the library services, who had obtained their jobs through public
competition and complained about discrimination and the lack of qualifications of incoming personnel. In the case of
public libraries, the re-incorporation of former regime members was not achieved as
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80 There was an overwhelmingly positive attitude of public servants to democracy, political parties, and the way in which the transition was carried out. This is so even among
those appointed under the Franco regime, although less so for those over 60; see e.g. a poll carried out in 1983 by the Centre for Sociological Research (CIS) in Revista
Española de Investigaciones Sociológicas (23) and Beltrán (1985, 1994).

81 The MN was the only legal party after the end of the Civil War, and its role was to support the regime. The product of a fusion of the Falange and Carlism, the single party
became a ‘movement’ in 1966 and represented the ‘communion among Spaniards according to the ideals that gave birth to the Crusade’ (El País , 2 Apr. 1977: 8).



quietly, because professional complicity was not a factor as it was in the police.82

A few analysts have argued that the monarchy is an institutional and personalist legacy of the dictatorship, in so far as
King Juan Carlos I was nominated by Franco to be his political successor, while the succession mechanism mandated
by the dictator was scrupulously followed. However, Franco could not have predicted that the monarch would be
committed to dialogue and to political integration, as his first speech claiming that he was ‘the King of all Spaniards’
indicated. The importance of the monarchy may have been exaggerated, but it is difficult to understand the transition
without taking into account the democratic disposition of the King. He was crucial in the first months following
Franco's death, and played an important role in defeating the attempted coup of 23 February 1981.

Finally, there are symbolic matters referred to by Pierre Nora as ‘the places of memory’ (Nora, 1992). Fearing reprisals
from the Allies, Franco considerably watered down the use of fascist symbols after the end of the Second World War.83
None the less, many of the symbols of Francoism have survived in small cities and villages. Street names have been
changed in only a few provinces, the great majority of monuments honouring the Nationalist dead of the Civil War are
intact, and it is notable that only in 1995 were coins bearing the effigy of Franco withdrawn from circulation. One of
the most visited monuments in Spain is the Valley of the Fallen (Valle de los Caídos), a mausoleum dedicated to victors
of the Civil War. The mortal remains of Franco as well as of José Antonio, the founder of the Falange, are buried there.
The Arc of Triumph in Madrid remains intact, as do countless monuments of the 1930s and 1940s that perpetuate the
discrimination between winners and losers. Only in 1985, ten years after the death of Franco, was a monument
discretely inaugurated in the name of ‘all’ the dead of the Civil War.84
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82 For libraries in Valencia and Barcelona see El País (24 Feb. 1978; 1 Jun. 1978).
83 This helps to explain the differences between the attitude of the democratic oppositions in Spain and in Portugal during the transition (apart from the obvious fact that both

transitions differed in their very nature): ‘the Portuguese regime was seen much more as a fascist regime in the eyes of the opposition. Therefore the purge in Portugal was
much more a “saneamento ” [purge] of fascism, fascist institutions and individual fascists than in Spain’ (Larsen, 1998 : 1575).

84 On 22 November 1985, the tenth anniversary of the coronation, a monument was inaugurated in Madrid to all the fallen in the war, a clear attempt to link the monarchy
with reconciliation. It stands by a monolith from 1840, which celebrates the heroes of a key historical date in Spain, the 2 May. The inscription says ‘Honour to all those who
gave their lives for Spain’ (El País , 12 Nov. 1985: 1, 13).



Private initiatives in this realm were also scarce and hardly ever received support from the state.85 Perhaps the most
significant event was the petition for the return of Picasso's Guernica from the US government, which became a form
of homage to all the dead of the Civil War, with special emphasis on the Republicans.

What to Do With the Victims of Repression?
It was difficult to compensate many of the victims of the 1940s for their suffering, as many were dead and others
exiled. None the less, symbolic reparations, such as acts of moral rehabilitation and public recognition, as well as
material reparations such as pensions for the survivors or for the families of the dead, were possible. This dimension
of retroactive justice came late and was insufficient in many cases.86 The need to document facts that had taken place
forty years before, coupled with budget restrictions during the first years of the transition, slowed the process of
rehabilitation. Further, this kind of legislation is extremely difficult to prepare given that jurisprudence varies widely
and tends to produce interminable and complicated documents. Thus, the successive laws, the partial decree pardons,
and the 1977 amnesty were insufficient to deal with all the matters associated with rehabilitation. In December 1977
the Communist parliamentary group called for a ‘labour amnesty’ (Diario de Sesiones del Congreso (DSC) 43, 1648–52, 23/
12/77). In April 1978 the Socialist group called on the government to deal with the case of teachers from the
Republican period whose rights had not been recognized by the amnesty law (DSC 46, 1669–79, 18/4/78; DSC 63,
2155–7, 10/5/78). Similarly, in November 1978 the Socialist group from Cataluña proposed a law to speed up the
passage of an amnesty for participants in the Civil War (Boletín Oficial del Congreso (BOC), 194, 4171–2,
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85 In January 1978, for example, a series of pantheons for about 200 Republican war dead was made in Aranjuez, financed by public subscription (El País , 7 Jan. 1978: 12).
The first legal former combatants' associations were formed at this time, which brought together people from both sides of the conflict. Among their aims were ‘[to]
overcome conflict, eradicate violence, promote peace and coexistence and fight for equality of rights of combatants from both sides’ (El País , 6 Dec. 1978: 16).

86 Given these difficulties, Elster argues that nothing should be done in order to avoid selective criteria and thereby violate the principle of equality before the law. In his view,
victims are also those who had ‘opportunities denied to them through the arbitrary or tyrannical behaviour of the authorities. Access to higher education, to good jobs, to
travel abroad and other vehicles of self-realisation’ (Elster, 1995 : 565–7).



30/11/78; Boletín Oficial de las Cortes Españolas (BOCE) 1497, 36271–2, 12/4/76). These are only some examples of
many initiatives presented to widen the coverage, and increase the efficacy, of the amnesty law in the name of
reconciliation.

Another different but related issue was that pertaining to pensions. The first, usually failed, attempts to gain pensions
for the vanquished were made under Franco, but the dictator had to die for such legislation to meet with success.
Various magistrates of the Francoist courts tried to obtain equal status for the mutilated from the Republican side and
to reinstate purged civil servants. In short, they sought to overcome decades of discrimination. Various demands for
such measures were made after Franco's death. These included an appeal in favour of the rights of the widows of
Republican combatants, and another for the ‘application of a pardon on the occasion of the proclamation by His
Majesty the King to the former civil servants of the Generality of Cataluña’.87 A law of October 1984 finally recognized
‘the rights and services rendered’ by those who were a part of the armed forces or the police during the Civil War
(BOE 26/2/84). This did not clear up all pending matters, however. A Decree of March 197688 gave pensions to the
mutilated from the Republic Army, but not to their widows. Indeed, the decree was approved in order to give some
benefits to the war mutilated who had not been allowed to become members of the Order of Mutilated Chevaliers
(reserved for Francoists). This leads one to question the reconciliatory aims of the law, as it did not challenge the
segregation between winners and losers. On 11 March, the Law for the War Mutilated was also approved,89 and many
forms of discrimination were dealt with. RDL of 6 March 1978 (BOE 678, 7/3/78) solved the situation of soldiers of
the Republican Army. Decree Law of 16 November 1978 (BOE, 276, 18/11/78) gave pensions to the ‘relatives of
those who died as a result of the Civil War’. The preamble to this law was finally explicit: it mentioned that it was
‘necessary to ensure the equal treatment for the relatives of those who died as a result of the war in 1936–1939 . . .
whose rights to a pension had not yet been recognised’. Various reconciliatory measures were approved even after the
passage of the Constitution, such as RDL 43/78 (BOE, 305, 22/12/78), which finally extended economic benefits to
those
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87 See: BOCE 1525, 36871–2, 12/8/76. This was attended to in Amnesty Decree 1081/78, 2/5/78, BOE 25.
88 BOE 84, 7/4/76, complemented by Decree 3025/76 (BOE 9, 11/1/77).
89 Law 5/76, 11 March 1976 (BOE 63), complemented by Decrees 712/77, 1/4/1977 (BOE 21–22/4/77).



who suffered injury or mutilation. The problem of mutilated Republican combatants merits a study of its own, as the
legislation is immense and very complex and the problem is not entirely resolved even today.

Finally, no truth commission was established. Only a few private initiatives were undertaken to investigate the ‘truth’,
permit the filing of suits against individuals or to denounce abuse and torture.90 The Amnesty Law, however,
exonerated all those guilty of such acts, such that the majority of suits were not accepted. The only initiative
comparable to a truth commission was a commission of historians established to investigate political responsibilities
for the bombing of Guernica. This garnered great public attention throughout the transition period, owing to the great
symbolic significance of the bombing immortalized by Picasso's painting; however, it focused more on an event of the
Civil War than on the Franco regime itself. One of the first experts' meetings took place in Guernica in April 1977, the
fortieth anniversary of the bombing. The historians gathered there committed themselves to clarifying the events and
assigning the ultimate responsibility for the bombing. They sent a communiqué to the government signed also by the
survivors, which called for the immediate opening of the archives and for a rectification of the regime's version of
events—that the inhabitants of Guernica had been the ones to set fire to the city (El País, 26 July 1977). The German
government agreed to open its military archives and even showed a willingness to build a monument in Guernica (El
País, 28 September 1977). A year later, the Spanish government decided to allow one of the members of the
commission to consult the relevant archives (El País, 10–12 February 1977). Similar meetings were held in subsequent
years to ascertain ‘direct responsibility on both sides for those events’ but, given the nature of existing documentation,
it has not been possible yet to do so.91

Conclusions
There is no agreement among researchers regarding the consequences of amnesty, a policy of national reconciliation,
and the
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90 Pons Prades, a former Republican combatant, was the only one to call for the constitution of 400 or 500 local commissions to undertake investigations of events occurring
between 1936 and 1975 (1987: 314).

91 See El País (12 and 23–25 Apr. 1978).



concomitant absence of purges, as well as of trials and truth commissions, on democracy. It is not easy to establish
causal links between the two, and it is even harder to imagine what might have happened if such measures had been
adopted in Spain. Despite the difficulties, some authors have speculated about the impact of the absence or presence
of such policies on the nature of democracy. According to some of these, the absence of retroactive justice policies was
the product of an unacceptable compromise by opposition forces and has had a negative impact on democracy. For
Buck, the dilemmas facing a new regime after authoritarianism can be summarized thus: ‘The lesser the seriousness of
the crimes and the farther back in time they were committed, the less risky a criminal process will be. On the other
hand, in such cases less people will normally demand such a process. This means that the more important it is to deal
with the past, the more risky it actually is to do it’ (Buck, 1998: 1619). In his view, if a transition is led ‘from above’, it is
likely that the result will be a ‘stable but limited’ democracy, in which one will normally find ‘pockets of undemocratic
decision-making’. Thus, Buck criticizes the lack of transparency of Spanish political parties and their tendency to
negotiate behind closed doors. He also argues that there is a secretive way of engaging in politics and very little public
debate.92 All this contributes to explain recent corruption scandals as well as the GAL case93 (Buck, 1998: 1630 ff.,
1634). Other authors have linked the GAL case to the absence of purges and the slow reform of the military and
police.94 Indeed, some research demonstrates the survival of people linked to the hard-line sectors of the Franco
regime within the security forces under democracy, who were dedicated to the repression of opposition from the end
of the 1960s onwards (Medina, 1995; Jaúregui and Menéndez, 1995: 153, 165). However, even the most critical
observers have recognized the impossibility of carrying out purges given the absence of alternative candidates trained
in anti-terrorist action. The absence of purges can also be explained by terrorist attacks, particularly those by ETA,
which increased exponentially after Franco's death and caused great conflict within the military and police forces. In
Ballbé's view, a
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92 For limited media diversity resulting from limited transition, see El País (26 May 1999: 19).
93 Faced with accusations by the right of political corruption and involvement in state terrorism, the Socialist government recalled the amnesty and the need to forget the past

(El País , 14 Oct. 1997).
94 On the widespread desire to avoid vengeance and confrontation and on the price paid for moderation and the absence of purges, see Colomer (1998 : 9, 16–17).



militarized public order has been a constant feature of Spanish life from the beginning of the century and throughout
the Franco period, which explains why political elites preparing the 1978 Constitution sought to ‘demilitarize and
separate the police forces from the armed forces’ (Ballbé, 1983: 460, 470). However, limited reform and a persistent
authoritarian ‘inertia’ led public security forces to kill twenty-seven people when dispersing demonstrators between
1975 and 1978. Civil–military jurisdictional conflicts also persisted and were terminated only in 1980 with the reform
of the Code of Military Justice.95 Even then, and notwithstanding the hopes of the writers of the Constitution, the
various police forces ‘maintained a militarized model’, which has no ‘equivalent in any other democratic constitutional
regime’.96 Amnesty International reported various cases of torture, and even deaths from torture, at least until the
beginning of the 1980s. Although the government gradually adhered to most relevant international treaties against
torture and approved national legislation to the same effect,97 torture was still a common practice at least until the mid-
1980s (AI, 1975b, 1977, 1978, 1984, 1985). However, Amnesty International reports also show that this behaviour was
found among the police forces of other European countries.

Most authors, however, insist that everything possible in the circumstances was done and that the decision not to
revise the past was a good one, symptomatic of the political maturity of the Spaniards. Morlino and Mattei argue that it
is not even possible to say that an authoritarian culture has survived in Spain (1998: 1172). For them, in the countries
of Southern Europe ‘the historical past is definitely over. The old authoritarians make up a tiny group. In addition, with
such high percentages of democrats and neo-democrats there are no conceivable alternatives to the present democratic
arrangements. The authoritarians do not seem

116 PALOMA AGUILAR

95 Even so, the Constitutional Tribunal had to pronounce itself after that, as conflicts still emerged; see Sentence 113/1995 (BOE 184/1995).
96 For this and the resistance to change within the forces, see Ballbé (1983 : 476, 483).
97 Spain ratified the ICCPR (April 1977), the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1979), the UN Convention against Torture

(UNCAT) and the European Convention on the Prevention of Torture (1987). National legal changes to ensure the protection of fundamental rights and to punish torture
are Law 62/1978 (BOE 62/1978), Law 31/1978 (BOE 172/1978), RDL 1201/1981 (BOE 149/1981), Article 15 of the Constitution, and Organic Law 13/1985 (BOE
13/1985). The death penalty has not been carried out in Spain since the death of Franco, although five people were executed just two months before he died (AI, 1979).



to provide a challenge in any sense.’ For another observer, ‘the restoration of democracy in Spain was almost
immediate, and it penetrated society completely’ (Buck, 1998: 1630).

The argument put forward in this chapter is that, although there was no viable political alternative, significant legacies
of authoritarian political culture remain (Rodríguez Ibáñez, 1987; Torcal, 1995). For example, the fact that at, least until
1987, 15 per cent of the Spanish population had a positive view of the Franco regime is not irrelevant. Other elements
of political culture (partly common to Mediterranean societies), such as disaffection and apathy, have also been
researched at length (Montero et al., 1998). There was no real discussion of postwar repression during the transition, or
even after the consolidation of democracy. None the less, almost all actors were aware at the time of the urgent need to
give reparations to those victimized during the first years of the Franco regime. This meant that later repressive
episodes, such as those of the 1960s and 1970s, were less visible, as levels of violence and numbers of victims were
much lower than had been the case in the 1940s. In the Basque country, however, violence had a higher visibility, given
that repression was more severe precisely during the second half of the dictatorship, after ETA began carrying out
terrorist attacks. This explains why the absence of retroactive justice was criticized more in the Basque country than
elsewhere. Indeed, reservations regarding the nature of the transition process as a whole are much greater in the
Basque country, particularly among the Nationalist electorate.98

Some researchers view the Spanish transition as ‘a model and exemplary, given the low social cost of the path adopted,
but one that has paradoxically as a result of its method of timid negotiations, produced a democracy that is mediocre
and of inferior quality’. Thus, ‘the virtues of the transition have become the vices of democracy’ (Colomer, 1998:
10,181). Shapiro makes a similar argument for the South African case. For him, the latter case has been ‘identified in
the Western press as a model throughout Africa and a symbol of hope for struggling democratisers elsewhere’,
precisely because of the nature of the process of change. ‘Despite considerable violence there was no civil war, no
military coup, and the co-operation among the players whose co-operation was needed was
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98 When asked in 1994 if the transition made them proud, less than 50 per cent of Basques said yes but over 80 per cent of the rest of Spaniards answered affirmatively
(Aguilar, 1999d : 60). In that article, I argue that continuity in terms of personnel in repressive institutions helps to explain the lower level of legitimacy of democracy among
the nationalist Basque electorate.



impressive.’ Notwithstanding academic enthusiasm for ‘negotiated transitions’, Shapiro notes that there are ‘serious
questions as to whether constitutional orders that emerge from negotiations facilitate democratic politics in the
medium term. In particular, South Africa's transitional constitution lacks a system of opposition institutions that any
healthy democracy requires.’ For him, ‘the dynamics of negotiated transitions . . . make it virtually impossible for the
principal players to converge on an agreement that includes provision for effective opposition forces in the new
democratic order.’ He thus concludes that, ‘although the interim constitution may well have been the best possible
device to end apartheid without a civil war, it should not be replicated in the permanent constitution’ (Shapiro, 1996:
175–7).

One of the unwanted consequences of the negotiated transition in Spain is that institutional frameworks designed for
periods of change consolidate a way of engaging in politics and avoid open discussion of the most delicate matters that
can cause profound cleavages within society. An excessive risk aversion, like that witnessed during the transition, can
impose serious limits on accountability.99 Furthermore, avoiding retroactive justice because the balance of forces after
the death of Franco did not permit it (Colomer, 1998: 177) has allowed the political elite to refer abusively to the
‘legacy’ argument and to blame the authoritarian past for behaviour that is unacceptable under a consolidated
democracy.

It is indubitable that Spanish democracy is consolidated and has high levels of social legitimacy. Many of the defects
mentioned above as institutional remnants of the dictatorship are also found in other countries for very different
reasons. However, I have tried to point out which of the worst aspects of Spanish democracy are at least partly
attributable to its authoritarian past and to the fact that it took politicians at least ten years to engage in certain
institutional reforms.
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99 On accountability in Spanish politics, see Maravall (1996 : 33 ff.).



4 Truth, Justice, Memory, and Democratization in
the Southern 100

Alexandra Barahona de Brito

Introduction
The military dictatorships established in the Southern Cone of Latin America in the late 1960s and early 1970s had a
key aim in common: to eliminate internal left-wing subversion and re-establish order. All those opposed to military rule
were enemies of the state, to be physically eliminated or politically and socially isolated or silenced by imprisonment,
torture, enforced disappearances, or exile. The violence thus unleashed broke the mould of ‘traditional’ authoritarian
repression. It was clandestine and illegal, even according the laws of the dictatorships. It was based on the systematic
violation of rights, covered by a protective mantle of official denial and impunity, and facilitated by the subjugation of
judicial institutions and manipulation of constitutional legality.101 Its social impact was devastating, shrinking the public
sphere to a bare minimum and paralysing societies in an inertia of fear. Ironically, however, repression was also
responsible for initiating a dynamic of opposition. The struggle to defend human rights led to the formation of groups
demanding accountability, and played an important role in bringing dictatorships to an end, finally giving societies the
opportunity to confront the legacies of repression.

At the moment of transition, two opposing camps faced one another: on the one hand the victims of repression,
human rights organizations (HROs), opposition parties, and other social groups

100 The author would like to thank Paloma Aguilar, Alan Angell, Nancy Bermeo, Carmen González, and Rachel Sieder for their helpful comments.
101 For repression in the four cases examined, see: CONADEP (1984); Nunca Mais (1985); CNVR (1991) and SERPAJ (1992).



8 The Democratic 
Revolution, or the Uses of 
the Science of Politics 

Address on the occasion of the conferment of an Honorary Doctorate of 
Political Science by the University of Bologna. delivered at Forli on 
30 May 1991 

First of all, I want to thank the University of Bologna and its Faculty of 
Political Sciences for the signal honour which they have bestowed upon me. 
This honorary degree makes me feel not just grateful but humble. I take special 
pleasure in the fact that it is given at a time at which the Faculty of Political 
Sciences is branching out into new directions both intellectually and 
geographically. The establishment of the section on international relations 
here in Forli shows that the University is seeking new ways forward; it is 
reforming. 

I like reform. Once or twice in my life, I have been involved in the creation 
of entirely new institutions. including a university. I can understand the 
excitement which goes with such ventures, but myself find more satisfaction 
in the transformation of old structures. Institutions are both wonderful 
achievements of the civilized mind and challenges to the reforming spirit. 
They need to be preserved and reformed at the same time. I am anything but 
a Hegelian, and rarely quote the father of the dreadful twins of modem 
illiberalism - fascism and communism - with approval. but here I am 
reminded of the triple meaning of the German word, aufheben. which Hegel 
liked to use to describe the dialectical process: it is necessary to overcome 
institutions, to preserve them. and to lift them to a higher level. Like John 
Maynard Keynes's, my radical liberalism of thought and politics is tempered 
by the conservative inclination to defend life within existing institutions. Thus 
I am happy on this occasion on which the Faculty of Political Sciences of 
this ancient university is engaged in a new venture. 

The name of the Faculty also gives pause for thought: political sciences. 
What a wonderful hope! At least. I think it is wonderful. In Britain we had 
until recently a prime minister who actually banned the word, social science, 
and forced the Social Science Research Council to rename itself. (It is now 
called Economic and Social Research Council.) The science of society was 
forbidden by decree. What a change from the optimism of David Hume. who 
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wrote in his Treatise 250 years ago that his 'attempt to introduce the 
experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects' would soon lead to 
the emergence of a 'science of man' which 'will not be inferior in certainty, 
and will be much superior in utility to any other human comprehension'. 
Margaret Thatcher is of course not the only one who has observed that this 
has in fact not happened. Her own view may be related to her belief (expressed 
in an interview with a women's magazine) that 'there is no such thing as 
society'. If society does not exist there clearly cannot be a science which 
tries to make sense of it. Even those who do not go quite so far, however, 
would claim that 'society', or whatever this shorthand expression stands for, 
cannot be studied in quite the same way as 'nature'. We shall never know 
what goes on in the human mind (they say), and the best we can offer in our 
endeavours to come to grips with social and political events is to apply the 
historian's talents to them, Verstehen (as Max Weber and his contemporaries 
called it), an informed empathy which brings to light the multiple dimensions 
of events and thereby gives them meaning. 

This is no mean achievement if indeed it is achieved. To be sure, some 
modern historians would like to go rather further. The Annales school would 
not accept the traditional notion of history. In their wake, many historians 
have come to apply the methods of social science to their data. Yet clearly 
a deep understanding of particular events and individual actions is both 
difficult and useful. But it is not science. Poets and writers may tell us how 
and even why a particular apple falls from a particular tree at a particular 
time, or how and why an individual catches a cold in Forli today; but natural 
scientists are not even trying to explain such unique events. They are 
concerned with underlying structures, with gravity, with viruses. This is 
probably what Hume and others had in mind when they tried to initiate a 
social and political science in Scotland around the time of the industrial 
revolution. Why have we made so little progress along this road? What makes 
it still possible, 250 years later, to doubt that there can ever be a science 
of man? 

The reason is, I believe, that we have not tried hard enough. We have simply 
not had the courage of our convictions. I can hear the challenge: speak for 
yourself! (Which is exactly what I shall do in a moment.) Is there not 
economics, both as economic theory and as econometrics? Are there not the 
experimental branches of psychology, including social psychology? Indeed, 
do we not have important theories of a sociological or politological character? 
But also, is not the very intention to emulate science with respect to 
society barren? 

It is time to turn to examples, big examples, for my dream has long been 
the scientific study of total societies. For most of us, the revolution of 1989 
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is one of the great events of our lifetime. Even now that it has gone somewhat 
sour, it reminds us of the horizons of the open society, and of the force of 
freedom under the most unlikely conditions. I was about to say: even now 
that it has predictably gone somewhat sour ... You would have accepted that 
statement perhaps, without realizing that it implies a whole theory. But let 
me first look at another aspect of our knowledge of revolutions. Why did 
we not predict that 1989 would happen? Why did it come as such a surprise? 
The other day, 1 stumbled across the minutes of a committee meeting held 
in October 1989. There, great pleasure was expressed at the events in Poland 
and East Germany; it was said that Czechoslovakia would probably follow 
suit one day, though this might take some time; but, it was added, Bulgaria, 
Romania, let alone Albania were unfortunately destined to remain 
dictatorships for some time to come. Thus in October 1989! Why do we not 
have a social science which could have warned us at least at that late hour 
that our assumptions were wrong? 

This is where 1 must, for a moment, speak for myself. One of my former 
students (the German theorist of international relations, Dieter Senghaas) 
recently pointed out to me that in my early essays on social conflict, 1 had 
predicted exactly what would happen in countries with a 'monistic' (today 
1 would say, monopolistic) structure. In 1957, 1 stated quite unambiguously 
that structures designed to suppress conflict could and would not last, but 
would explode and lead to rapid and radical changes, and that the only 
question was when the political conditions of organizations are such that the 
underlying social forces can find expression. At the time, I referred explicitly 
to the Communist countries of Eastern Europe. However, when I wrote The 
Modem Social Conflict thirty years later, I had become much more cautious. 
Now I argued that there are many ways in which conflicts can find expression. 
Even the monopolistic party can serve as a safety valve for criticism as well 
as an instrument of control. Detente may help to let off steam. It was, 
therefore, (I said in 1988) quite difficult to tell when or even whether really 
existing socialism would cease to be viable. 

In other words, the courage of my convictions had become smothered in 
experience. I was now submerged in the contingencies which have to do with 
when the particular apple falls, and lost sight of the law of gravity. Perhaps 
one has to be young to think of structures in all their purity. (After all, even 
scientists tend to get the Nobel Prize for work which they did rather early 
in their careers.) Certainly, at 28 I was quite sure of my theories, if not of 
myself. Now, the latter may no longer be an issue, but theoretical certainties 
have been dissipated in the process. 
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This is a pity. Let me make a few statements which are relevant to the 
revolution of 1989 and its consequences; they are put in fairly simple 
language but are meant to be theoretical statements about political structures: 

• Monopolistic classes may suppress opposition but this merely turns 
manifest conflicts into latent conflicts. 

• The more rigidly monopolistic classes enforce their rule, the more 
absolute will opposition demands become. 

• Latent conflict becomes manifest once certain basic political conditions 
of organization are given. 

• In a monopolistic structure a spark of hope for change will set the 
powder keg of revolution on fire. 

• (In such a situation, glasnost and perestroika are incompatible: freedom 
of speech and association means revolution, and restructuring can 
only be achieved with a high degree of control.) 

• Revolutionary change leads to the replacement of ruling groups but 
also to the dismantling of the machinery of government. 

• The revolutionary process involves the collapse of the centre, thus a 
tendency towards anarchy and anomy. 

• Anarchy and anomy lead to calls for the (re-)establishment of effective 
power, even by groups or individuals which make (old or new) 
monopolistic claims. 

• There is no straight and painless road from monopolistic structures of 
power to pluralism and democracy. 

Let me stop here. If the statements which I have made are true, they provide 
a powerful instrument of analysis. They are abstract statements, of course, 
which need to be filled in. I have done this in one case by mentioning 
glasnost and perestroika. Clearly, President Gorbachev comes into the 
picture somewhere, and perhaps the Helsinki process and other events. Even 
so, the statements encourage me to tell you of another dream which I have 
long cherished in relation to the science of society. Every night, when after 
the television news the weatherman appears on the screen, I have a vision. 
Here is the learned meteorologist pointing to a map of Europe and sometimes 
the world, and telling us about westerly winds bringing yet another area of 
low pressure across the Atlantic with rain to follow, though in the south high 
pressure and warm temperatures continue. Why (I say to myself) is this man 
not followed, or even preceded, by a sociopolitical weatherman? A deep 
economic and political depression with its centre in Moscow remains stable; 
where it meets areas of higher pressure over the Baltic states and the Ukraine, 
violent thunderstorms are likely; most of Western Europe remains variable 
but fine, with isolated showers in a number of places, though the fog over 
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the Brussels area refuses to lift and the jetstrearn from the United States brings 
threatening clouds in both trade and defence matters ... Frivolous? Perhaps 
a little. Yet I think that we could, and perhaps do, know as much about 
important social trends as meteorologists do about the climate and the 
weather. Indeed, in both cases the basic truth is simple. I am told that the 
safest weather prediction is always that tomorrow will be like today. This 
is true in at least 80 per cent of all cases. Change, major change at that, is 
the exception rather than the rule. 

This makes it all the more interesting. Returning to the serious statements 
which I offered about monopolistic rule, revolution and democracy, the 
question is: how useful are these statements? How much do they tell us about 
real events? At first sight, not very much at all. It is hard to point to a single 
case which conforms to the structure of change implied by my statements. 
Poland and Hungary were examples of what Timothy Garton Ash called 
refolutions rather than revolutions. Reforms from above corresponded to, 
and absorbed pressure from, below. In one case, a Round Table assembled 
government and opposition and thus dismantled the monopoly. In the other 
case, economic activity was used as a safety valve for political opposition. 
Then there is the strange case of East Germany, where the revolution was 
terminated by conquest, as it were, by the West German takeover. Other 
specific observations come to mind. In Bulgaria, Romania and most recently 
Albania, elections were held at a time at which what I called the political 
conditions of organization were as yet quite incomplete. As a result, new 
democratic forces had a chance in the cities but were beaten in the countryside 
so that it could appear as if the people had given legitimacy to remnants of 
the old regime. 

Such specific observations are highly relevant for the normative question 
which many would wish to ask: will democracy work in the countries which 
have shed communism? The proper answer to this question is not abstract 
and structural, but specific and even cultural. Democracy, like the market 
economy, has many forms. No two countries practice it in the same manner. 
Even similar constitutional arrangements can provide a framework for very 
different constitutional realities. Italy and Britain are both parliamentary 
democracies, but their political cultures could hardly be more different. A 
similar statement can be made about the presidential democracies of France 
and the United States. Thus, every one of the new democracies of Europe 
is likely to find its own pattern, and some of these patterns may defy 
the predictions of failure which can be derived from the theory of 
revolutionary change. 

Yet we should not too readily or easily abandon the claims of a general 
and theoretical social science. Even within the realm of political change, every 
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one of the new democracies will have to answer a number of questions. For 
example: how can the new political class command a machinery of 
government which makes the exercise of power effective without handing 
it back to the nomenklatura? And in the same vein: how can the rule oflaw 
be established when there is no untainted judiciary and no understanding of 
the independence of the third power? Even technical questions of political 
structures are not easily answered: how will political parties sort themselves 
out once the anti-monopolistic alliance breaks up? And of course: how are 
countries going to find a balance between the twin needs of popular 
legitimation and stable government? These are, moreover, questions which 
arise even before we get to the deeper issues of the economic valley of tears 
and its political consequences, and of the absence of a civil society to sustain 
political institutions. The questions are informed by theories. Without doubt 
they look different in different contexts, and thus can be answered differently; 
but they have to be answered. Theoretical analysis guides us to the critical 
issues of practical action. 

What if the questions are not answered satisfactorily? This takes us back 
to my earlier comment that the revolution of 1989 has 'predictably' gone 
somewhat sour. What can we say about the consequences of this predictable 
process? Not much that gives cause for optimism. The consequences of the 
inability on the part of the new political class to become a plausible governing 
class are dire. Governments will promise and even legislate, but nothing much 
will happen on the ground. With the ineffectiveness of legislation, law and 
order begin to be put at risk. The centre does not hold; thus the parts begin 
to drift off, and often turn against each other. People look for bonds which 
take the place of the social contract in its dual meaning as a contract of 
association and a contract of government. Even these bonds do not 
automatically create viable units. The phantasies of Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
and Jiirgen Habermas overlook the Hobbesian problem of order and the 
likelihood that it will be resolved by Hobbesian answers. Self-appointed 
leaders will emerge who play on people's fears and establish themselves in 
the name of self-determination, national independence, or simply law 
and order. 

All this seems plausible to us because we can see it before our own eyes. 
The Soviet Union may provide the clearest illustration of the failure of 
transformation; but we have not seen the end of the process in any of the 
other formerly communist countries, not even in the five new Lander of 
Germany. Clearly the transition from monopolistic rule to democracy is more 
difficult than that from democracy to totalitarianism. Totalitarian rulers can 
use the existing machinery of government and pervert it; democratic rulers 
have to start from scratch, and worse, from a state of profound demoralization. 
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The probability of failure is high. It is, therefore, critical for the rest of us 
who have been fortunate to live in freedom for the last 45 years to do 
everything we can in order to reduce this probability. This means the inclusion 
of the new democracies in Europe in every sense of the word. The detail is 
a subject for another time and another place. 

You will have noticed that I have attempted to roll two lectures into one 
short address. On the one hand I have tried to cast a little light on a subject 
of passionate interest which is also the subject of my recent Reflections on 
the Revolution in Europe. On the other hand I have offered some ideas on 
the nature and place of a social science which is worthy of this name. This 
is - or should I say: would be? - a set of theories which have to do with the 
underlying structures of observed events. Such theories do not describe real 
events. Worse still (at least for the methodological purist), real events are 
invariably complicated by specific conditions of culture and history to such 
an extent that it is almost impossible to set up circumstances which could 
be said to falsify theories. Almost impossible - there may yet be a way to 
get round this difficulty. Even so, theories of society, including sociopolitical 
and socio-economic theories, are an indispensable backbone to any sustained 
understanding of social processes. They lead us to important questions and 
help us identify what is peculiar and unique in given processes, if nothing 
else. They take us beyond the poetic arbitrariness of mere Verstehen, although 
the poetry of great historiography may get lost in the process. 

Theory is never a purpose in itself, although it can be beautiful and thus 
satisfy the aesthetic sense of scholars. In the natural sciences, theory is 
useful for purposes of application, if only to the nightly weather forecast after 
the television news. In the social sciences, theory helps produce what I like 
to call social analysis. This is the theoretically infonned attempt to make sense 
of real processes. My Reflections are undoubtedly imperfect, but they are 
an attempt of this kind. One can think of other important examples of social 
analysis. One of my favourites is T.H. Marshall's little book on Citizenship 
and Social Class. (Most examples of social analysis are 'little books'.) 
Twenty years earlier, Theodor Geiger produced his compelling analysis of 
The Middle Classes and National Socialism' in his book on German social 
stratification. Max Weber's Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 
belongs in the same category, and so does Karl Marx's 18th Brumaire of 
Louis Bonaparte. Let us not despair therefore of the chances of a science of 
man as David Hume saw it. This Faculty of Political Sciences can lead the 
way and thus add further distinction to a great university. 
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It is an unusual pleasure for me to address this Congress, though your 
opening speaker cannot claim to be an economic historian. I have praised 
your discipline but never practised it. Such praise was easy to justify in looking 
at the London School of Economics whose centenary history I have recently 
written. The founding Director, W.A.S. Hewins, was an economic historian 
- or was he more a late nineteenth-century historical economist? As the social 
sciences unfolded, such ambiguities gave way to tidier departmental divisions. 
While Lionel Robbins and Friedrich von Hayek on the one hand, and Harold 
Laski on the other, took economics and politics down their increasingly 
separate paths, Arthur Bowley and Roy Allen advanced, under the name of 
statistics, sample research and econometrics and other quantitative sports, 
and the Director, Sir William (later Lord) Beveridge, sought to promote social 
biology as the only truly scientific branch of social studies. Yet students in 
the interwar years flocked to R.H. Tawney and his colleagues, Michael 
Postan, Eileen Power. Perhaps the economic historians were simply nicer 
than the rest, but there was - and is - something special about the discipline 
too. The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski meant it as a compliment of 
course when he described economic history as the social anthropology of 
the past. Today, economic history is the only social science left which 
combines as a matter of course the descriptive and the theoretical, the 
qualitative and the quantitative, indeed economics and history and much in 
between. 

By contrast, your opening speaker is a social scientist of no particular 
description, and one who has strayed into practical domains at that. It may 
therefore be pardonable if I begin my remarks with a topical reference. One 
of the breathtaking events of recent months is the incipient emergence of 
peace in the Middle East. Suddenly the mood of the region is changing. One 
of the architects, and at the same time interpreters, of the process is Israel's 
visionary foreign minister Shimon Peres. 'In the past we had enemies' I heard 
him say with one of his catching phrases, 'now we have problems' . Enemies 
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set people against each other in confrontation and war; problems force 
people to get together and to cooperate. The change is not just one of style 
but also one of substance. Enemies live in a world of politics; but the 
problems are economic. In his book on The New Middle East, Peres is quite 
explicit. Here are some of his words: 

Fate has brought us from a world of territorial conflict to one of economic 
challenge and of new opportunities created by human intellectual advances. 

Or again: 

As long as the Middle East's food supply is inadequate, and new food 
sources grow at a slower rate than does the region's population, distress 
will continue - as will its political expression, whether in the form of the 
black hoods of revolutionaries or the white robes of religious fanatics. 

And then, with an almost philosophical sweep: 

Until the end of the twentieth century, the general concept of history was 
rooted in the European model of national politics, springing from the world 
of nationalist values and symbols. The next era will be increasingly based 
on the Asiatic model of national politics, drawn from the world of economic 
values, whose fundamental principle is exploitation of knowledge to 
maximize profit. 

Does anyone remember that this is a socialist, at any rate a social democrat 
speaking? The question to which I want to address myself in these remarks 
could not be put more succinctly: after politics, economics? Are we entering 
an era in which economic motives dominate political action? Will economic 
advances resolve the problems which traditional politics failed to cope with? 
Are we witnessing the abdication of professional politicians in favour of 
businessmen and professors of economics? And perhaps the abdication of 
Europe and civil liberties and democracy in favour of Asia and efficiency 
and authoritarianism? 

Other hopeful recent events and their protagonists could have been cited 
to set out the issues. President Mandela is convinced that if, and only if, the 
economic promises of the new South Africa can be kept and the many be 
freed from misery, national unity and political democracy will be sustainable. 
Simon Peres's expectation that economic growth will put paid to terrorism 
and fundamentalism has been expressed elsewhere as well, in Northern 
Ireland for example, where many have argued: 'Give them jobs and they will 
drop their guns!' Nor are such views confined to dramatic changes. The Italian 
foreign minister Martino was heard saying: 'Trade unites, politics divides.' 
The 1980s were certainly a period in the OEeD world in which many 
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believed that politicians had made a mess of things, and it was now time to 
let businessmen, or perhaps more abstract forces, business, the economy, have 
a go. Those who did not believe this, such as Chancellor Kohl of Germany, 
are now accused of having wreaked havoc economically by imposing purely 
political decisions on post-communist East Germany. A new economism has 
come to dominate public discourse which makes one wonder whether 
Marxism, which seemed well and truly dead, is celebrating an unexpected 
revival in capitalist circles where the prevailing creed seems to be: trust 
economic forces, and politics will come right by itself! Politics is the 'fatal 
conceit' , economics the real basis of any progress. But then, it would be more 
than a little unfair to call Hayek an implicit Marxist. 

Speaking of Hayek, one further set of observations must be introduced 
before we can begin to try and sort matters out. In East Central Europe, four 
years of often disappointing experiences have added to the sophistication of 
those who believe in the primacy of economic reform. When the Oxford 
political theorist John Gray attacked the Harvard economist Jeffrey Sachs 
for his 'big bang' approach to economic reform, Sachs replied that he had 
always believed in both the importance of institutions and the cultural 
diversity of economic structures. In looking back to his own heroic and 
crucially important reforms during Poland's first post -communist government, 
Leszek Balcerowicz described 'post-communist transitions' as but one of 
several kinds of transition, including the 'classical transition' of nineteenth
century countries, the 'new classical transition' of, for example, West 
Germany after 1945, 'market oriented reforms in non-communist countries' 
like Argentina or Chile, and, slightly mysteriously as may be appropriate, 
the' Asian post communist transition' . On the scope of the post-communist 
experience Balcerowicz says: 'Both political and economic systems are 
affected, and changes in these systems in tum interact with changes in the 
social structure.' Similarly, the most enthusiastic reformer of the present, the 
Czech Prime Minister Vaclav Klaus, speaks of the 'specific interplay of 
political and economic factors in the transformation process'. But in the end 
he comes down to a Hayekian belief in economic forces putting everything 
right once they are given half a chance: 

Monetarism, not Keynesianism; fixed rules, not fine-tuning; balanced 
budget, not fiscal activism; self-reliance, not dependence on foreign 
mercenaries; these are the inspiring words for all of us who want to 
accomplish the historic transformation, for all of us who want to create a 
free, democratic and efficient society. 

Who then makes history? Is it statesmen or impersonal economic forces? 
Is it compelling political constraints or entrepreneurs? There may be a case 
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for not getting too involved in the debate about leadership and circumstances 
in the present context. Great analysts of the circumstances of modern societies, 
like Joseph Schumpeter or Max Weber, have ended up extolling the virtues 
of creative destruction by entrepreneurs, or of leaders who break the bars of 
the iron cage of bureaucratic bondage. The interplay of individual initiative 
and social conditions might well be the subject of another congress (and 
probably one of political science). Here, the central question is: how do the 
values, interests, structures of the economy on the one hand, and the polity 
on the other, interact? Which of them dominate when? Which of them should 
have primacy? How are they at all times, and notably in our age, entangled? 
What, if anything, do we do about their entanglements? 

Theory is not a proper subject for an opening address. In any case I am 
too old for this pastime of twenty- and perhaps thirty-somethings. Let me 
state therefore without much claim to theoretical subtlety that in my 
understanding there is a significant difference between the political and the 
economic approach. Democracy is a political concept, market processes are 
economic. Some notions sit uneasily on the border. You will note that I spoke 
of market processes; the rules of a market economy are politic~conomic. 
So are currencies. It is hard to decide whether monetary union is an economic 
or a political concept. As I use the term, politics is about rules, entitlements, 
whereas economics is about provisions, gradations of supply and demand. 
Political issues are in principle about saying yes or no, even if compromise 
is the civilized method of dealing with many of them (though not, for 
example, with human rights). Economic issues are in principle about more 
or less, 2.8 per cent growth rather than -1.1 per cent. Economic inequalities 
become a political issue only if they sustain privilege or exclusion, which 
means in effect that they tum into entitlements or the lack of them, which 
can no longer be overcome by gradual, quantitative improvements 
or reductions. 

Great economists have always tried to integrate entitlements and provisions 
in their theories. John Maynard Keynes probably succeeded, and he claimed 
that Alfred Marshall before him had done so. In our time, Amartya Sen linked 
famines to entitlements, and also to specific rights like freedom of the press. 
Where free expression prevails, mass deprivation becomes a public scandal 
which is not tolerable. Partha Dasgupta, in speaking of 'destitution and 
well-being', includes human rights in his concept of 'social well-being'. Thus 
there may be such an endeavour as 'political economy'. But it remains a 
troubled union. Economists are as tempted to dissolve entitlement questions 
into issues of more or less, as political scientists are to translate economic 
issues into structures of partisan conflict. An economic theory of democracy 
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makes sense only where all major constitutional questions have been resolved, 
and society is a level playing-field. 

But enough of such hints. They are relevant for these reflections but they 
also detract from real issues. Two of them will be the subject of my remaining 
time. The first takes us back to transitions or transformations. They tell us 
a great deal about the entanglements of economics and politics, and at least 
some of the lessons must be mentioned. The second real issue is even more 
serious. It has to do with Shimon Peres's philosophy of history, that is with 
the ascendancy of Asian values. Both, I believe, are as relevant to the OECD 
world as they are to the rest. 

The lessons of major transformations, and notably of the post-communist 
transition, for our understanding of economic and politics are many. If I single 
out five, there is no magic about the number. The first lesson has to do with 
what happens before transitions begin, with the instability of the old regime. 
Its apparently inevitable collapse and the compelling need for a new beginning 
- whether we call it revolution or not - always involves an element of 
economic mismanagement on the part of the rulers and resentment on the 
part of the ruled. Crane Brinton, in his Anatomy of Revolution, saw this as 
related to public expenditure. An evident mismatch of taxes and services, 
of claims on the incomes of citizens and provisions for their benefit, politicizes, 
as it were, the economic condition. If those in power are seen to do well 
whereas the condition of the majority deteriorates, the status quo can become 
unsustainable, and a revolutionary situation builds up. If people can watch 
on television or otherwise find out how others not far from them fare - as 
happened in the Communist countries during the OECD boom of the 1980s 
- the spark of hope for the better is thrown into the revolutionary powder 
keg. In any case, economic frustration can have political consequences all 
the way to regime changes. 

Secondly, the first step of regime changes is clearly political. A new set 
of values - of hegemonial values perhaps - and possibly a whole new 
political class is needed to set in motion institutional reforms and create the 
framework of rules and agencies needed for economic development. One 
may be tempted to state more generally that at critical points of history it is 
political action rather than economic forces that matter. Even inveterate 
Hayekians have to bring about fixed rules, a balanced budget, privatization 
laws and a stable currency by political action. Balcerowicz speaks in this 
context of 'extraordinary politics', politics above and beyond the ordinary 
demands on action, and distinguishes it from 'normal politics' which is the 
desired result though one which is not quickly attainable. 

Thirdly, the path to prospering (market) economies leads through a valley 
of tears. For the majority, economic conditions get worse before they get 
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better. One must hope that Minister Peres's and King Hussein's and many 
others' vision for a new Middle East will come true. However, bitter 
experiences tell us that the route from a per capita income of 1200 dollars 
to one of 24 000 dollars begins with a phase of social disruption and general 
disorientation. In this phase, people are if anything more susceptible to 
fundamentalist (or nationalist, or otherwise 'integrist') temptations. Poland 
is possibly the only post-communist country which has passed through the 
bottom of the valley (though the Czech government would claim the same 
if not more for its country too). Even President Mandela may find that as he 
begins his promised redistribution, the economic cake which he inherited 
from the old regime is at least initially shrinking, and South Africa will enter 
a period of extreme precariousness for both the economy and the polity. 

Fourthly, the successful trek through the valley of tears and the stabilization 
of economic reforms more generally raise another set of political questions. 
They are questions of 'constraint' (to use Paul Collier's notion for developing 
economies). There have to be ways - institutions, powers - to prevent things 
from getting out of hand - by governments giving in to popular demands 
and sacrificing budget stability and soon the currency in the process; by a 
loss of political credibility which destroys credit-worthiness; by a decline 
in political stability which deters investment and trade. This was, and is, one 
of the great Latin American dilemmas. Mexico seems to have coped with 
it, by the combination of an election opened to the scrutiny of international 
observers, and NAFT A; Argentina has unfortunately added an institutional 
gamble to its economic success story; Brazil seems to find it hard to get out 
of its politico-economic turmoil. 

Constraint can be made effective in two ways (and they are often related). 
One is the stubborn defence of domestic institutions - of the constitution -
against all challenges and temptations. This requires almost superhuman 
leadership qualities, and is helped by personal charisma. The other is external 
support. Beyond funding infrastructure projects, the postwar Marshall Plan 
provided above all that external constraint, including an organization to 
impose it, OEEC, the predecessor of today's OECD. Spain and Portugal 
sought, and to some extent found, an equivalent in the European Community. 
Some African countries still benefit from the French Franc Zone, however 
much they may mind the dependence which it involves. So far as Eastern 
Europe is concerned, European institutions have so far failed to do what is 
needed. In South Africa, as in so many other parts of the world, the residual 
hegemonial power of the United States of America is still the only source 
of benevolent constraint. 

The fifth point is more in the nature of a sigh than an analytical statement: 
lucky the country which has managed to set both market economy and 
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political democracy on course and then separated the two sufficiently in fact 
and in people's minds to leave the economy to its own resources and keep 
democracy stable, even at times of recession and economic crisis. In the 
interwar period there were few to which this lucky condition applied: the 
United States, Britain, parts of the British Commonwealth, smaller countries 
like Sweden and Switzerland. They came through the great Depression 
fundamentally unchallenged if not unscathed and were never really afflicted 
by the temptations of totalitarianism. Almost fifty years after the Second World 
War, one must hope that others have joined this core group of free and 
prosperous countries. Germany is one of them, though the generic problem 
of Weimar Germany has not gone away: when the economic going gets rough, 
people begin to doubt the constitution of liberty and embrace illiberal 
political projects. 

In an abstract sense this may seem strange. After all, market economies 
and political democracies have their basic principle in common. They are both 
viable - some would say, the only viable - responses to the human condition 
of uncertainty in which arrangements are needed to make change without 
disruption and violence possible. Market economies accommodate changes 
both in taste and in technology, thus on the demand as well as the supply side. 
Democracies accommodate changes in people's interests and preferences. 
However, the symmetry of the two does not imply, or necessarily result in, 
their joint development. Political democracy does not follow from the presence 
of an effective market economy, nor is such an economy the automatic result 
of democratic political conditions. Worse than that - and this is the second 
major issue on which I promised a few comments - modern economic 
development seems to favour authoritarian rather than democratic government. 

Authoritarian does not mean totalitarian. Authoritarian regimes are not 
based on permanent mobilization nor do they require a Great Leader and a 
pervasive ideology. But they do involve a closed public class which is 
unwilling to relinquish power and therefore self-perpetuating. They are the 
guardians of values which are defined as duties for everyone; violations are 
firmly and visibly stamped on. Anyone who complies and contributes to 
economic advance is left alone, though not to watch pornographic videos, 
read the Far Eastern Economic Review or discuss Marx's theories of the 
relationship between economics and politics. For the passing visitor, 
authoritarian countries are often attractive and comforting; for the native they 
are demanding but also predictable; for the poet, the inventor, the financial
market whizz kid with extravagant tastes, to say nothing of the investigative 
reporter, the eccentric and the liberal, they are unbearable. 

The flippant allusions are not meant to minimize a major problem, indeed 
a series of major problems which are all related to the central theme of these 
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remarks. The series begins with the initial phase of economic development. 
Economic historians have - ever since R.H. Tawney - qualified Max Weber's 
thesis about protestantism and the rise of capitalism in numerous ways. 
However, the underlying problem remains. In order to take off, capitalism 
(to use the somewhat misleading shorthand) requires a readiness on the part 
of many to forego the pleasure of immediately enjoying the fruits of economic 
success. A time of deferred gratification - more technically, of savings and 
investment - is needed before consumption and enjoyment. It may well be 
that at some point in history, and in some cultures, such deferred gratification 
corresponded to an individual morality backed by Calvinist or Lutheran 
beliefs. By the nineteenth century, however, economic development could 
no longer be founded on the expectation of puritanical self-denial alone. 
'Imperial Germany and the Industrial Revolution' (as Thorstein Veblen 
pointed out before the First World War) was a story of savings and investments 
encouraged, and if need be enforced, by an authoritarian state. Many others 
have followed suit, and those who did not -like the great democracy, India 
- may have lagged in economic development for that reason among others. 
In any case, at a time at which Western capitalism is motivated not so much 
by people's propensity to save, nor even by the hedonist pleasures of 
immediate consumption, but by borrowing and thus by anticipated 
gratification, it is hard to persuade anyone anywhere without a degree of 
compulsion to save and wait. 

The next problem arises during transitions. It is in part political. If we are 
to believe Brinton - and there are good reasons'to do so - the 'rule of the 
moderates' which follows regime changes cannot last. The instruments of 
government are crumbling in the tender hands of dissidents-turned-rulers, 
and their benevolence is iII-suited to the tough task of rebuilding them. The 
economic predicament does not help. The trek through the valley of tears 
calls for firm and to some extent insensitive leadership. This does not go very 
well with the spirit of the new democratic institutions. Poland responded to 
this predicament by sacking the reformer, BaIcerowicz, while keeping his 
reforms in place. Others have retreated and left the scene to an unsavoury 
combination of speculators, mafiosi, even gangsters, and old nomenklatura 
faces. The Czech Prime Minister pursues what for the time being can stiII 
be called a democratic authoritarianism which has borrowed from Western 
examples, notably from Margaret Thatcher, a curious stance. It clearly 
defines friend and foe, opposes civil society as the resource of the foes, and 
strengthens central government and its many unaccountable agencies for the 
benefit of the friends. As long as the people are free to elect an alternative 
government such authoritarianism remains in one sense democratic; still, while 
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it may help create economically efficient societies they are hardly models 
of liberty. 

However, the most serious authoritarian threat lurks precisely where so 
many seek salvation, in 'the Asiatic model of national politics, drawn from 
the world of economic values'. In the Western world, several trends have 
conspired to dent and even destroy social cohesion. Some would say that it 
all started with the 1960s and the 'permissive society'. Others point the finger 
at the 'casino capitalism' of the 1980swithits 'get rich quick' approach which 
set people against each other and left many behind. Long-term unemployment 
especially of the young, is growing in most countries, and where it is not, a 
new poverty is spreading fast. The syndrome of inner-city blight, family and 
community disintegration, drugs and crime is no longer confined to ghettos; 
it affects everybody. At the same time, the globalization of markets and the 
ensuing competition makes massive, often painful demands on companies, 
communities and individuals. At times, the requirements of wealth creation 
seem to aggravate problems of social cohesion. In any case, people are 
confused; a sense of anomy is spreading, and with it the latent, and at times 
the manifest, search for authority. 

This is where to some what I shall call Asian authoritarianism begins to 
look like an attractive alternative. A number of the new rich countries of the 
world, notably in Asia, appear to have watched the West and decided that 
they were going to have growth without the side-effects. They proceeded to 
restrict democratic liberties and back up their insistence on more traditional 
values by strong public authorities in the hands of a self-perpetuating political 
class. They also began to lecture Europeans, and even more incessantly, 
Americans, on their inability to maintain cohesive societies, that is on rotting 
cities, single mothers, young drug addicts and crime, crime, crime. The 
lectures fell- and fall- on fertile ground. Worrying ambiguities creep into 
statements by leading Western figures, as in a recent interview with the media 
mogul Rupert Murdoch: 

Singapore is not liberal but clean and free of drug addicts. Not so long 
ago it was an impoverished, exploited colony with famine, diseases and 
other problems. Now people find themselves in three-room apartments, 
with jobs and clean streets. Countries like Singapore are going the right 
way: material incentives create business and the free market economy as 
well as perhaps a middle class and with it democracy. If politicians try it 
the other way round with immediate democracy, the Russian model is the 
result. 90 per cent of the Chinese are more interested in a better material 
life than in the right to vote. 
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Thus the world of economic values becomes one that may be efficient but 
is hardly free and democratic. 

It is time to take stock. There is, to put it mildly, no guarantee that a politics 
informed by economic interest sustains democratic institutions and free 
societies. At every stage of economic development the risk of authoritari
anism is as great if not greater than the prospect of democracy. What does 
this tell us about the relations between economics and politics? Is the primacy 
of politics as much a desirable objective as a historical fact? Politics to the 
politicians, as it were? Or are there more subtle relations between entitlements 
and provisions, liberty and efficiency, politics and economics? 

The latter is certainly the case. My three brief conclusions are not intended 
to summarize the arguments, affirmations and allusions of this lecture. They 
are at best pointers for further thought and perhaps an expression of my own 
value preferences. 

First, it would appear that the turning points of history are the results of 
political processes and decisions rather than economic forces. The British 
politician who stated categorically that in his view there is no economic power, 
but power is always political, may have gone rather far. But constitutional, 
and more generally 'extra-ordinary' politics can, and does override economic 
interest and even economic advantage. 

Secondly, the greatest life chances of the greatest number are probably 
best realized in periods of 'normal' politics, that is to say, when politics does 
not matter all that much for people. They can get on with things without having 
to look over their shoulders to authorities. The economy can prosper and civil 
society can flourish. Well-being extends far beyond the material domain. This 
is not an Arcadia, let alone a Utopia, for in some countries oftoday's OEeD 
world such conditions existed for considerable periods of time. Even in 
these countries, however, there is no guarantee that they will last. 

Finally, when economic values begin to dominate politics,liberty is often 
at risk. The new economism of capitalists is no less illiberal than the old one 
of Marxists. It may not raise the spectre of totalitarianism but its authoritarian 
potential is a source of concern. 

Who then should make history? There is not much evidence that 
professional politicians are particularly good at running businesses, though 
many have retired to boardrooms and the often handsome material rewards 
of state-sponsored banks and other enterprises. On the other hand, 
businessmen or even professors of economics are not necessarily better at 
steering the ship of state. In one sense, professional specialisms do not 
matter; what matters, is the personality of leaders. Yet if Max Weber had 
added a third lecture to the two on 'Science as a Vocation' and 'Politics as 
a Vocation', entitled 'Business as a Vocation' he might well have identified 
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important differences. Politics is always a balancing act between ideas, 
support, and institutions. At least in democracies, politicians have to know 
where they want to go, marshal the necessary support for it among voters 
and social groups, and move forward within a highly structured environment 
of rules and institutions. Businessmen tend to find this cumbersome, and 
professors of economics regard it as wasteful. They are as a result first 
impatient and then inclined to more authoritarian ways. They are often 
lacking that sense of history which is the hallmark of great political leaders. 
Perhaps we need a mixture of both, of the economists' sense of efficiency 
and the historians' sense of institutions. Dare I say it? Perhaps economic 
historians have the answer. 



10 Whither Social Sciences? 
Sixth Annual Lecture of the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC). 
given on 19 October 1995. at the Royal Society of Arts in London 

Much printers' ink has flowed, and ebbed, in the 250 years since David Hume 
staked the claim for a social science to equal the natural sciences. His 
Treatise of Human Nature bore the subtitle 'An attempt to introduce the 
experimental method of reasoning into moral subjects'. In the Introduction 
of 1739 he explained that an interval of one hundred years between the birth 
of experimental natural and social sciences was quite normal because a 
century had similarly separated the Greek origins of the two branches of 
knowledge. (He had in mind Thales as the first natural scientist and Socrates 
as the first social scientist.) Now, however, in the early eighteenth century, 
people 'have begun to put the science of man on a new footing ... Nor ought 
we to think that this latter improvement in the science of man will do less 
honour to our native country than the former in natural philosophy but ought 
rather to esteem it a greater glory, upon account of the greater importance 
of that science, as well as the necessity it lay under of such a reformation.' 

Adam Smith notwithstanding - and Smith not only believed in social 
science but saw political economy' as a branch of the science of a statesman 
or legislator' - the governments of the country to which the social sciences 
had been intended to do such honour were in the end so unimpressed that 
they caused the Social Science Research Council to change its name. 
Research? Perhaps. Science? No. Britain is, of course, my country now 
though in my native country, language might have helped prevent such 
fundamentalism: Wissenschaft - Sozialwissenschaft - is a much more 
generous concept than 'science' and 'social science'. But fundamentalism 
it remains if governments take it upon themselves to meddle even in matters 
of epistemology. Dare I say it? - Eppur si muove. Not the globe in this case, 
but social science moves on despite official injunctions. 

To be sure, government was not alone in its concerns. In his recent book, 
Soros on Soros, the speculative genius and philanthropist writes: 

Popper maintained that the same methods and criteria apply to both social 
and natural science. He called this the doctrine of the unity of method. I 
have some doubts about this doctrine. I expressed them in the title of my 
book, The Alchemy of Finance. I argued that the expression 'social science' 
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is a false metaphor and reflexive events cannot be explained and predicted 
by universally applicable laws. 

Perhaps our hosts today should have been called The Social Alchemy 
Council. But, then, George Soros is not only a graduate of the London 
School of Economics but was a student of Popper's so that he is, to his credit, 
able to go on to say: 

I now believe that I carried my arguments too far. It is possible to apply 
the methods and criteria of natural science to social phenomena and they 
may produce worthwhile results within their terms of reference. 

The temptation is great to continue along such partly political, partly 
philosophical lines; but I shall resist it. My objective in this lecture is to develop 
one idea, one project almost, and to use the history of the London School of 
Economics to do so. The idea is that there remains a common theme for a 
science of human society and that while much progress has been made in 
developing its various facets and aspects, it is still important to try to tie the 
parts together - not in search of a 'world formula', such as has tempted the 
alchemists of natural science from time to time, but to make sense of the 
social habitat in which we live, have lived and are likely to live. 

The century which followed the publication of the Wealth o/Nations saw 
a rich flowering of social science all over Europe, and later in America as 
well. Smith's Scottish colleagues - Adam Ferguson, John Millar - extended 
the new methods into sociology. His own discipline bred ever new approaches 
to political and economic subjects: Ricardo and Malthus, Condorcet and Saint
Simon, Marx and List. Great system builders entered the scene: Comte, 
Spencer. Statistics evolved into social research, the first censuses, Henry 
Mayhew's studies of London Labour and the London Poor, Charles Booth's 
maps of inequality. Cities and revolutions, suicide and industry, peasants and 
engineers became subjects of social inquiry. How rich the nineteenth century 
was in new beginnings! 

Yet, if we consider the nineteenth-century beginnings of social science 
in the light of David Hume's hopes, two things stand out. One is that the 
science of man, even in its most 'experimental' variants, was not cumulative. 
Emma Rothschild has recently made the point for economics, indeed for the 
economics of Adam Smith. It gave rise to two quite different traditions, one 
utilitarian and one institutional. The former assumed human beings were 
motivated by fear and greed, the latter by well-being; one ended with Milton 
Friedman and James Buchanan, the other with John Kenneth Galbraith, 
Albert Hirschman and Amartya Sen; one with Margaret Thatcher, the other 
with Jacques Delors. The examples point to the second marked feature of 
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early social science, which is premature application. Knowledge for the 
sake of knowledge almost never existed. Science was from the beginning 
the 'science of a statesman or legislator'. A certain impatience accompanied 
even the beginnings of social science. 

This is not to say that there was no progress. The giants of the nineteenth 
century showed an understanding of things social, unthinkable a century before 
- the German FreiheIT von Stein, the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville, the 
Scotsman Sir James George Frazer. Then, at the tum of the century, there 
were the heroes of modem social science: Emile Durkheim, Vilfredo Pareto, 
Max Weber. 

There was also the London School of Economics and Political Science. 
Its founders did not have a theory of the science of man; in fact, they were 
both rather untheoretical by temperament. Sidney Webb liked the idea of 
wanting to know the causes of things, but essentially in order to inform 
administrators of a fairer, a more just society. The Ecole des Sciences 
Politiques and also the ideals of the Imperial German Social Democracy -
a bit of Bismarck, a bit of Bebel, or better, Lassalle - were his models. 
W.A.S. Hewins, the other founder, had, at the tender age of21, started a Social 
Science Club at Oxford designed 'to find a way to the solutions of social 
difficulties by practical investigation'. Experimental science it was, but 
hardly abstract, let alone theoretical. 

However, the LSE which the two men built soon turned out to be a 
laboratory of the social sciences. It marks a phase in the history of this 
branch of knowledge which was present elsewhere too, though perhaps 
nowhere as tangible as at the young LSE. One might describe it as many 
windows looking out on the same landscape or, better perhaps, the same 
cityscape given the peculiarly modern bias of the social sciences. The 
lecturers of the early years each had their own style. The tall, imperious 
Halford Mackinder brought maps of the world, and notably of the 'heartland' 
of his geopolitics, East Central Europe, to life by combining history, sociology 
and economics with geography. W.A.S. Hewins himself oscillated between 
history, economics and politics without ever thinking about separate 
disciplines. Graham Wallas delved into psychology in order to teach politics, 
but never tried to identify the boundaries to economics, let alone sociology. 
Edwin Cannan, despite his own pedantic ways, did not share Alfred Marshall's 
disciplinary amour propre which is why, even against his intentions, he turned 
the early School into a home for German-style historical economists rather 
than theorists. L.T. Hobhouse subsumed it all in his grand evolutionary 
schemes, which transcended all boundaries in any case. No Thomas Kuhn 
here! No proprietary interest in paradigms and scientific communities! Since 
there were no disciplinary degree courses, no graduate assistants bent on their 
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own advancement, no departmental labels either, one must envy the early 
students of LSE. 

The notion of windows on the same sight, whether city or country, is meant 
quite seriously. The early social scientists did not doubt that they had one 
subject of inquiry. It looked a bit different from one angle than from the other, 
but it was still the same subject. They also did not doubt that they were trying 
to make sense of it. Whether they described or counted, looked into 
antecedents or connections, they wanted to understand the way people live 
together. Moreover, they wanted to understand it in order to change it. 
Rerum cognoscere causas was not the sole, and for many not the dominant 
motive of social science. 'Happy are those engaged in deliberately changing 
things!' would have been a more appropriate motto. Deliberate change 
meant, of course, intervention; intervention meant planning by experts. The 
anti-Gladstonian bias in the LSE foundation was also an anti-liberal bias. In 
retrospect this may look like socialism, but in fact it incorporated many 
elements above and beyond what we now call the welfare state, including 
the 'Efficiency Movement' of Rosebery, Webb's and others' French dream 
of public administration, and even the near-universal tum-of-the-century belief 
in eugenics, in breeding a better race of humans. 

To be sure, this is not the whole truth of social science at the turn of the 
century. I have mentioned the heroes already: Emile Durkheim, Vilfredo 
Pareto, Max Weber; Alfred Marshall must be added to the list. None of them 
- and no one of similar stature - taught at the early LSE. They also had political 
predilections and in some cases, passions; but their scholarship remained in 
a certain sense pure. They were happy to concentrate on discovering the causes 
of things. But, for them too, social science was all of one piece. Alfred 
Marshall gave the lecture which led his (unrelated) namesake, T.H. Marshall, 
65 years later to produce the brilliant Citizenship and Social Class. Pareto, 
the theorist of circulation of elites, became one of the fathers of formal 
economics. Max Weber's Economy and Society has become a rich quarry 
for historians and political scientists, as well as sociologists and, more 
sparingly, economists. 

But such disciplinary labels tell a story of change. In the 1920s and 1930s 
the unity of social science fell apart. The social sciences in the plural emerged 
and before long some of those who had been present at the foundation, 
notably economists, would hesitate to call themselves social scientists at all. 
At LSE Lionel Robbins' Essay on the Nature and Significance of Economic 
Science marked an important departure. One notes the expression, 'economic 
science'. Others were quick to respond. In my LSE I have devoted sections 
to a number of parallel developments: Bowley and Social Statistics, Robbins 
and Economics, Laski and Political Science, Tawney and Economic History, 
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Malinowski and Anthropology, and then the unhappy episode of Hogben and 
Social Biology. 

Hogben's clearly was a bridge too far, though he was neither the first nor 
the last to try to cross it. The point at issue here is, in any case, another one. 
After the initial phase of several windows on the same landscape, in a second 
phase a process of structuration took place. The social sciences cut up the 
landscape and found a series of different aspects - shapes of windows and 
kinds of lighting - to gaze at their specific segment. This was an exciting 
and in many ways desirable development which furthered the advancement 
of knowledge. It was also the source of rigidities and departmental 
parochialisms which were to weaken the social sciences a generation later. 

Let me begin with the up-side. Economic science, already rich in historical 
antecedents, began a triumphant journey of discovery. Defined as the science 
of scarcity, it invited probability analysis, quantification and formalisation 
more generally, and soon models which took the place of an all-too-complex 
reality (though they remained useful for predicting real events). After Keynes 
- and in some ways with Keynes - it emigrated to the United States. Other 
social sciences followed. Social statistics became the seed com not just of 
national accounting but also of social research. Techniques of research found 
many applications. By contrast, both economic history and anthropology 
seemed initially more 'qualitative' subjects, 'experimental' in the classical 
sense perhaps, that is, distinctly empirical, but bent on understanding complex 
processes rather than simplifying them for the sake of formal precision. 

Sociology and political science did not easily find their place in this 
scheme of things. In a sense, 'political science' never really came to fruition 
in Britain. The Oxford tradition of PPE - politics, philosophy, economics -
sustained the Oxford view of P, which was political theory, political 
philosophy perhaps. At LSE it entered into an uneasy alliance with public 
administration, or the study of government. Political science proper - in 
Lasswell's words: Who Gets What, When, How? - became a German (soon 
emigre German) and American discipline. Such developments raise intriguing 
questions of what was once called the 'sociology of knowledge'. 

Sociology in turn went in a number of tenuously connected directions. 
Again, it is instructive to look at LSE. In an important period, there were 
three protagonists: the evolutionary philosopher Mo¢s Ginsberg, the incisive 
social analyst T.H. Marshall, the master of empirical social research David 
Glass, plus for a while the Diagnosis of our Time author, and inventor of the 
'sociology of knowledge', Karl Mannheim. If we add to them the names of 
the younger teachers of, say, 1950 - Jean Floud and Donald MacRae, Tom 
Bottomore and Julius Gould, Ernest Gellner and Robert McKenzie - we find 
a confusing mixture of Marx and anti-Marx, anthropology and history, 
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description and prescription. Some of us who wrote our PhDs at the School 
in the early 1950s turned away from confusion and tried to define our own 
sociology of empirical macroanalysis. 

The structuration of the social sciences had many facets. They all have 
this in common, that both the unity of method and the unity of subject matter 
were lost. Homo oeconomicus, the optimiser of well-being, had little in 
common with 'Malinowskian' man of reciprocal relations or, indeed, with 
homo socioiogicus, the player of roles. Students of politics ceased to be able 
to read economic journals, and economists spurned sociological journals and 
books. Characteristically, the LSE BSc. (Econ), once built around a core of 
common subjects, came to be splintered into so many options that it was 
possible to get an economics degree without any economics at all. However, 
such excesses must not detract from the rich harvest of scholarly work and 
the equally rich variety of teaching offered in social science courses. The 
period of structuration was one of excitement and achievement. It was also 
one in which application was no longer as central as in the early phase. Social 
scientists found jobs not just in the expanding universities, but quite often 
applied research jobs in economic analysis or urban planning or survey 
research, rather than vantage points for creating the good society. 

Older members of LSE like to point to the fact that the School has 
introduced departments as organised units later than most. This is true in the 
sense that there were, right up to the 1960s, no chairmen or convenors of 
departments, and both the Appointments Committee and the Academic 
Board maintained the fiction of a single faculty, indeed a single department 
school. But a fiction it was. No one would have confounded Lionel Robbins' 
concerns with those of Bronislaw Malinowski or Harold Laski. Subjects of 
scholarship, disciplines were increasingly clearly delineated. In the end it 
was only a small step for full-fledged departments to emerge, have their 
convenors, their departmental staff, their meetings and their distinctive 
claims on resources as well as recognition. 

It is elementary sociology to predict that the process of structuration 
experienced by the social sciences in the 1920s and 1930s would harden into 
institutional structures with recognised boundaries and specific cultures. It 
did. When the great trade union theorist of science, Thomas Kuhn, presented 
the results of 15 years' hard thinking in 1962 (The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions), he merely gave legitimacy to a process already complete in 
the natural and the social sciences, and in the humanities as well: there are 
'scientific communities' and they have their 'paradigms'. 'A paradigm is what 
the members of a scientific community share and, conversely, a scientific 
community consists of men who share a paradigm.' Small wonder that Kuhn 
became one of the most widely quoted, and praised, epistemological authors 
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of the time. His is a wonderful ideology to justify the establishment of all 
kinds of 'sciences' from astronomy to hotel management and economics to 
parapsychology. 

It is all too easy to make fun of the effect of a theory which lends itself 
to vulgarisation and abuse as Kuhn's does. Every doctoral student nowadays 
claims to have found a new 'paradigm' and the proliferation of departments 
is invariably justified by reference to the emergence of a new 'scientific 
community'. I have called this a trade union theory not to insult trade unions 
but to indicate that it has more to do with the organisation of interests than 
the objectives of scientific inquiry. Scientific communities gathered around 
the flagpole of their paradigm are more likely to get involved in demarcation 
disputes than to advance knowledge. The institutionalisation of science 
along Kuhnian lines has many unfortunate consequences. The late Karl 
Popper exposed some of them when he argued that in the natural sciences 
the process could become a positive impediment to research when it came 
to people or projects which do not fit. His ill-tempered correspondence with 
the Royal Society about unrecognised research designs will no doubt emerge 
in due course. In the social sciences two consequences of the vulgarised Kuhn 
are particularly serious. 

The first is that social science has lost its intrinsically public character. 
All sciences are public in intent, but if anything it is even more true of the 
social sciences that their findings need to be widely understood and openly 
debated. Scientific communities, on the other hand, have an apparently 
built-in tendency towards autarky. This is controlled in almost medieval ways, 
by guild-like rigidities and outright protectionism. Professional organisations 
control access, including access to academic jobs. Professional journals 
guard the paradigm(s). Whoever is not a part of the guild remains excluded. 
Worse, members acquire an unfortunate tendency to write for each other rather 
than for a more general public. The paradigm turns out to be ajargon adopted 
mainly in order to demonstrate who belongs and who does not. Perhaps this 
is, given the enormous expansion of the scientific community in the widest 
sense, the only protection against anomy, but in effect it destroys one of the 
basic values of (social) science: openness, and accessiblity, the public intent. 

The other consequence of vulgarized Kuhn is, if anything, even more 
detrimental. For Kuhn, scientific communities are a necessary prerequisite 
of discoveries and the advancement of knowledge. Scientific communities 
are the 'producers and validators' of knowledge. But it could be argued that 
the guild-like nature of these communities can positively block new insights. 
Economists only see what their paradigms allow them to see; sociologists 
dismiss explanations because they are not sociological. This does no harm 
to the practitioners of disciplines; they are simply behaving as good members 
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of their communities. On the other hand it impedes the advancement of 
science. Paradigms become narrow-vision looking-glasses which miss a 
wide range of phenomena. 

All sciences are affected by these twin dangers, but it is safe to assume 
that disciplines worried about their status are more likely to fall victim than 
older and more confident ones. Thus the language of paradigms and scientific 
communities is particularly pernicious in many of the social sciences. It has 
already led to a combination of obtuseness and barrenness in important 
areas of economic and social research. The question is: how can we open 
up the social sciences again for new horizons? Whither social science after 
the initial burst of enthusiastic discoveries and the later process of structuration 
and institutionalization? 

The question is not exactly new - nor would I make any such claim for 
the analysis offered here - and we can therefore consider real developments 
to answer it rather than engage in abstract prescription. The first remedy 
against the limitations of scientific communities which has been fashionable 
for some time, is interdisciplinary research. The principle is surely right: 
artificial boundaries between disciplines must not impede knowledge. 
Whatever people's disciplinary passport, they have to cross boundaries. 
However, the risk is great that interdisciplinary research, instead of abolishing 
borders, in fact hardens them. Scholars enter into negotiations about 
arrangements resembling treaties between sovereign states: I provide the 
economic perspective, and you the sociological one ... In the end the paradigms 
are all confirmed and the boys have all found jobs, but knowledge is not 
advanced. Interdisciplinary work is therefore popular among scholars but does 
not solve the more serious problems discussed here. 

At the other end of the scale of remedies there are attempts to bridge all 
gaps and cross all borders by a kind of synthetic social super-science. Again, 
it would be wrong to deprecate good intentions. It is, however, a fact that 
recent attempts to integrate all social sciences into one comprehensive 
systematic approach have failed. Take Talcott Parsons. He set out (in The 
Structure of Social Action) with a thorough analysis of the heroes. He then 
proceeded (in The Social System, and before that in Toward a General 
Theory of Action) to develop categories which apply to all events and 
processes in the purview of social science. To prove the point, Parsons went 
on to apply his approach to the economy (Economy and Society) and also 
to religion, to class, in short to the whole gamut of Max Weber's far-flung 
concerns. But nobody listened. A few sociologists did, but even anthropol
ogists shied away and economists, or historians, took no notice at all. Why? 
Why is this also the case for other synthesizers like Jiirgen Haberrnas or Niklas 
Luhmann or Anthony Giddens? 



Whither Social Sciences? 109 

Perhaps the attempt is overambitious and even unnecessary. Just as Werner 
Heisenberg and Carl Friedrich von Weizsacker did not advance science by 
their attempts at a super-science, so the social super-scientists remain 
irrelevant. Perhaps it is also suspicious that so many of them are sociologists. 
They are seen as trying to overcome disciplinary rigidities by the imperialism 
of one discipline. They are of course not alone in this attempt. Economists 
in particular have at times felt that there is no real need for other social sciences 
because they can tackle any subject that comes their way. Kenneth Arrow's 
disciple Anthony Downs provided a good example with his Economic Theory 
of Democracy (though more recent attempts by the Virginia School, James 
Buchanan, Gordon Tullock, are even more ambitious). Again, the assault 
on the world of disciplines, of social-scientific communities has failed. The 
perspective of economics is too limited after all. Votes are not like dollars; 
there are institutions to determine the political process, parties, classes and 
all. Exit is only one response (to quote a great political economist), there is 
also voice and loyalty. 

This last comment takes us straight to one of the more hopeful recent 
developments in the social sciences, the emergence of disciplines which 
without any grand design manage to tackle problems with the entire armoury 
created by the various scientific communities. Three such developments stand 
out. One is associated with Albert Hirschman as much as anybody; it is 
political economy. The revival of political economy is one of the remarkable 
phenomena of these years. It occurs from two directions. On the one hand 
there are economists who transcend the narrow boundaries of their community 
and rediscover institutions. It was gratifying to encounter several of them at 
LSE in my time; Amartya Sen, of course, and Partha Dasgupta, Tony 
Atkinson and Nicholas Barr. On the other hand there are political scientists 
who begin to realize that their analyses lack bottom if they do not incorporate 
economic analysis. In the United States the subject of the future of the 
welfare state has attracted the interest of political scientists who in the 
process have rediscovered classical political economy. 

Two other social sciences come to mind as one looks for hopeful new 
departures beyond the narrow paradigms of departmental communities. One 
is economic history. It was throughout the history of the social sciences a 
subject of transdisciplinary interest; the great debate about religion and the 
rise of capitalism is but one example. More recently, however, a number of 
economic historians have achieved the almost impossible, which is to 
integrate econometrics and even some economic theory into historical 
analysis. The 1993 Nobel Prize for Robert Fogel and Douglass North gave 
much encouragement to this intellectual venture, though one must hope that 
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it will not too soon be frozen into a paradigm around which another hermetic 
scientific community forms. 

Then there is social anthropology. Ever since it has run out of tribes it 
has stimulated the systematic and comprehensive analysis of modern 
communities. Like economic historians, social anthropologists have remained 
unperturbed by the disciplinary origins of their perspectives. As a result they 
have enriched our understanding of economic cultures and socio-political 
behaviour significantly. 

This in fact is the key to progress in the social sciences today: disrespect 
for the proprietary claims of existing scientific communities. Science is 
about problems and problems do not belong to anybody, not even to the guilds 
of economists or political scientists. Even less do the perspectives brought 
to bear on their solution belong to the defenders of particular paradigms. The 
ESRC now likes to speak of 'themes' which encapsulate the 'broad priorities 
for the future social science research agenda'. This is a step in the right 
direction, although of course a Research Council has to 'allow all social 
science disciplines to continue their distinctive contributions' , and a Research 
Council in present-day Britain has to make the risky promise of a contribution 
to the needs of users, the competitiveness of the economy, the quality of life 
and the effectiveness of public services. I call it a risky promise, because no 
one can know whether research will deliver such goods, and the harder it 
tries to do so the less likely it is to succeed. It is better to aim at pure research 
and then be surprised by its applications than to start with practical intentions 
and then produce hasty and shoddy results. But themes, or as I prefer to say, 
problems, are the right beginning, and of course problems should be related 
to questions which the condition of economy and society around us poses. 

The question which I find most vexing these days and which I must 
therefore leave unanswered, is: where will the next steps forward in the social 
sciences take place? What is the right environment, what is the institutional 
framework for discovery and innovation? My attachment to LSE is no secret 
and has become evident again in this lecture. Sometimes when I am asked 
to define the social sciences, I simply say, LSE. The School provides what 
was long a unique framework for research and teaching in all social sciences, 
and its slightly shambolic appearance contributes to making the ossification 
of scientific communities less likely. But, like all universities, LSE has 
grown and been forced by unwanted pressures to dissipate its original 
purposes. Sometimes I wonder whether universities as we knew them are 
still 'where it's at' as we approach the new century. 

Here I have a confession to make. In writing my LSE I produced two 
versions of the final, brief section which in the published version is entitled 
'Past and Future'. The point of these pages now is that past strengths will 
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see the School through present challenges. We cannot know yet how exactly 
this will happen and where exactly it will lead, but we can be confident of 
a strong institution finding its way. This I believe; otherwise I would not have 
said so. But the earlier version emphasized questions and doubts. Are 
universities among the great achievements of the twentieth century which 
the twenty-first is not going to see? Has (pace Popper) the world spirit 
moved on to other parts of the universe of institutions? Have London, a school 
of learning, economics, and political science all become exhausted and 
outdated experiences? 

I was sufficiently self-critical to shelve such questions as products of a 
nostalgia that comes with advancing age. But questions remain even if one 
discounts such disabilities. Britain now has a number of vibrant policy 
research institutes. When it comes to application they are probably at least 
as useful and effective as any university. Curiously, these institutes are 
called 'think tanks', when in fact they are action-oriented, indeed geared to 
precisely the objectives which the ESRC is now associating with its 'themes': 
'enhancing the UK's economic competitiveness, quality of life and the 
effectiveness of its public services'. But what Britain does not have is an 
institute of advanced study in which knowledge - notably in the social 
sciences - is cultivated for knowledge's sake. 

Actually, Britain is almost alone in this deficiency. The US have Princeton 
and Palo Alto and the National Endowment for the Humanities. In France 
almost everything is an institute of advanced study, especially if it is called 
a school, like the Ecole d'Hautes Etudes. Germany has the Berlin 
Wissenschaftskolleg, Holland the Wassenaar Institute, Austria the Institute 
of Human Sciences. Even in Eastern Europe such centres begin to flourish. 
How did David Hume put it? 'Nor ought we to think, that this latter 
improvement in the science of man will do less honour to our native country 
than the former in natural philosophy .. .' Arguably the greater need today 
is for a place of sheer excellence than for one of premature application. 



11 The Public Responsibility 
of Intellectuals: Against 
the New Fear of the 
Enlightenment 

Lionel Trilling Seminar Lecture, given at Columbia University, New York, 
on 27 January 1994 

What I want to say in introducing this Lionel Trilling Seminar is simple, 
probably too simple for a spoilt post-modern audience: Intellectuals have a 
public responsibility. Where they remain silent, societies have lost their 
future. Intellectuals mayor may not wish to take sides in partisan argument, 
though if they all huddle together on one side, something has gone wrong. 
It is the responsibility of intellectuals to speak up and thereby address those 
involved in the trials and tribulations of active life. At the end of the twentieth 
century, the Enlightenment compact between ideas and actions may have 
lost some of its charm, but it has lost none of its strength as a force for freedom. 

Making the case for this thesis is, however, far from simple. After two or 
three attempts I have given up all hope of being able to make it systematically. 
In the end I decided to stop trying and to talk instead about five people who 
have something to tell us about the subject, and in each case single out one 
aspect of their thought: Karl Popper, Josef Konig, Jiirgen Habermas, Edward 
Said, Ernest Gellner. If what I have to say about them does not add up to a 
consistent argument, I must ask your indulgence. At the very least, a stance 
may shine through which informs the view of one intellectual who still 
wants to persuade others of 'the uniqueness of truth' without trusting anyone 
who claims to possess it. 

KARL POPPER 

In the course of recent visits to the nonagenarian philosopher in his bungalow 
in Surrey, just inside the M25, the motorway ring around London, conversation 
would invariably turn to one of two subjects: great scandals which he has 
uncovered, or his own reputation in the world. The scandals are, on reflection, 
all of one kind. They are about the public responsibility of the scientist. 

112 



7 De-Communization and Political Justice in Central
and Eastern 167

Carmen González-Enríquez

Introduction
The varying international and political conditions in which new democracies are born makes it difficult to isolate the
‘settling accounts with the past’ variable, and to ascertain its links to democratization. Eastern Europe offers an
exceptionally homogeneous field of study, with contiguous countries and similar institutional and economic systems, all
engaging in a transition to democracy. These countries undertook their transitions simultaneously, which means they
had similar opportunities for learning from other cases. The Spanish experience and the post-1990 German
model—the latter because of secret services and collaborators—were important examples. Thus, Eastern Europe
presents a special opportunity for the analysis of the impact of political justice and administrative purges and for the
study of why some democracies opt for judicial processes to deal with past repressors and ‘cleanse’ state institutions,
while others opt for pardon or amnesia.

This chapter explores the nature and scope of de-communization and political justice in Poland, the Czech Republic,
Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania. The term ‘political justice’ is ambiguous and has negative
connotations, reminding one of the political uses of justice. Here, however, it is meant to refer to proceedings held to
try crimes committed by outgoing regimes. Such crimes are generally related to political repression, although they

167 I wish to thank Alexandra Barahona de Brito and Rudolf Tökés for their comments on this chapter. An earlier version of it was published in the Revue D'Etudes Compartives
Est–Ouest , 29 (December 1998), 23–54.



can include economic corruption or other activities having deep social repercussions, such as ecological crimes.
Political justice does not always have to mean punishment. Often it consists of an attempt to provide some form of
symbolic or economic compensation for those who suffered past injustice. This second aspect, however, is not studied
in this chapter.

With the exception of Albania, transitions in these countries were initiated in 1989. In all cases, great political tensions
arose from demands for the punishment of former communist authorities and those responsible for political
repression. These demands formed part of a wider political and cultural process, namely the reworking of public
discourse on the nature of the communist regime. The nature and result of these demands, however, varied
considerably from country to country. Only two—the former Czechoslovakia and Albania—actually carried out
purges that affected large numbers of people. This chapter attempts to answer to two main questions: (1) what explains
the differences in the scope and nature of the policies adopted, and (2) what impact have they had on the process of
democratization. Rather than focusing on the moral and legal debates surrounding the issue, I focus on the rationality
of the political actors or the role that anti-communist campaigns had in shaping political competition.

The scope of de-communization in Eastern Europe was narrower than that of de-nazification in postwar Germany or
of German de-communization after the unification. Judicial proceedings or public opinion ‘trials’ have been
comparatively scarce. Hardly any former communist leaders are serving prison sentences, and many that were
condemned were subsequently released for humanitarian reasons. Some anti-communist parties called for measures to
expel former communist leaders and political police agents from the public administration posts and democratic
institutions. They also demanded the trial of political crimes. In most cases, however, these demands have not met with
great public support.

A cause of popular indifference is the relatively ‘soft’ nature of political repression during the final decades of the
communist regimes and the reduced number of victims in the 1980s.168 The worst period of violence in these countries
took place during the consolidation of the communist system with the repression of opposition
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groups, mostly between 1947 and 1950, and was particularly bad in 1953 in the case of Germany and Czechoslovakia,
1956 in Hungary, and 1970 in Poland. The invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 by Warsaw Pact troops caused very few
deaths, because it encountered mostly passive resistance.169 The absence of violent repression after 1970 was not so
much a product of liberalization, which was non-existent in some cases, as of the absence of political opposition.
Indeed, Poland was the only country where the government faced an active popular opposition. Even here, repression
occurred only on a minor scale in the latter years of the regime and political arrests ceased after the 1986 amnesty. The
absence of opposition and repression contributed greatly to the peaceful handing over of power by the communist
elite. Unlike Latin American dictators, they seemed to have little cause to fear acts of revenge. Lack of interest in de-
communization was also due to the size of the communist parties. They were huge, and included an average of 10 per
cent of the total population in Eastern Europe, or 15 per cent if one takes into account only the working population. If
the relatives of communist party members (parents, children, and spouses) are considered, between 30 and 40 per cent
of the population were either members or closely related to members. This leads one to assume that there was a
diffuse sense of social complicity with the party. Complicity does not mean consent, but does imply effective
collaboration.

Economic crisis also explains popular indifference to political justice. Most East Europeans endure harsh daily lives
under democracy, lives dedicated to work, moonlighting, and finding monetary or non-monetary resources (Rose and
Haerpfer, 1992–6). They have little time and energy left to take an interest in politics, particularly when it is not related
to the material problems of the present and focuses on settling accounts with the past (Holmes, 1994: 33–36). In
addition, the population of these countries is apparently aware that de-communization is a political weapon used by
competing elite groups, so that it mistrusts its social use (Stewart and Stewart, 1995: 904–906; Walicki, 1997: 187,
194–205). Suspicions regarding de-communization are also a result of memories of the major purges undertaken by
the Communists after 1945. At that time, collaboration with the Nazis led to the expulsion from
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the administration of people opposed to communist parties. Now social and cultural changes that have accompanied
the political transition process, with new values affirmed by politicians and the mass media, have favoured a climate of
moral relativism, which is not compatible with the moral debates surrounding political justice.

Finally, because the 1989 crisis was caused by international and economic rather than internal political factors, there is
a problem in terms of ‘national conscience’: widespread rejection of the communist model co-exists in most countries
with the recollection that society failed to act against it. Soviet domination also allowed Eastern Europeans to blame a
foreign power for their dictatorial experience, exonerating their own societies and elites to some extent. This need for
exoneration is less where rejection of the communist past is weaker, as in Bulgaria, Romania, or the former Soviet
republics.

Despite lack of widespread popular interest, de-communization occupied an important place on parliamentary agendas
and in public debates during the first years of democracy. Indeed, it fuelled heated moral, legal, and political discussion
about its suitability, feasibility, utility, and legitimacy. The political elite tended to promote de-communization as
symbolic compensation for widespread feelings of economic injustice. The industrial and budgetary crisis as well as
economic transition have created a new class of losers, and the privatization process and the influx of foreign capital
have made part of the former nomenklatura wealthy entrepreneurs. Feelings of economic injustice grow where living
conditions worsen and new inequalities have sometimes provoked new desire for retaliation against newly rich, former
communists.

The political elites have also found retribution a useful way to signal its intention to break with the past, and their need
to mark such a break is stronger wherever they are the same old elites. Thus, Bulgaria and Romania, where the
communist elite remained in power after the crisis of 1989, undertook spectacular gestures of breaking with the past.
Hence the execution of the Ceausescus broadcast by television, or the gaoling in Bulgaria of Zhivkov, secretary-general
of the Communist Party, and former national leader (1954–89). Moreover, de-communization manufactures new
political identities for the anti-communist opposition. In Poland and Czechoslovakia (Stewart and Stewart, 1995:
902–903) as well as Hungary, many of the instigators of de-communization were groups or individuals who were not
famous for their anti-regime stance in the past or for their sufferings caused by political repression. By
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calling for punishment, such individuals quickly created an anti-communist identity (Siklova, 1996: 60–61). As the
chairman of the Polish Democratic Union, Frasyniuk, pointed out in 1993, ‘you will notice that groups that have in
their ranks genuine victims of persecution never engage in these debates. It is invariably others who remind the
deputies that Mr X or Ms Y were physically abused but, somehow neither X nor Y want to take the floor and demand
retribution, even though they are attending the meeting’ (Stewart and Stewart, 1995: 903).

New political parties in Eastern Europe have encountered many difficulties in conveying a clear image to the
electorate. Indeed, during the first years of democracy party systems were rather shapeless, lacking clear-cut
programmes or ideological cleavages. In the struggle to define a party image and to mark the differences between one
party from another, anti-communist gestures and calls for de-communization were useful. At a time of improvised
structures, and an absence of programmes to tackle the main problems of each country, being a ‘radical’ anti-
communist was an easy way for a party to define its position in the political arena. As party systems became gradually
consolidated, anti-communist identities have declined. Members of parliaments and party leaders have gained political
experience and can project their views on issues that are more interesting for the populations of their countries. De-
communization, and accusations of collaboration with former secret police forces in particular, was used as a weapon
to disqualify opponents and eliminate them from electoral competition. The most notorious case was Albania, but
throughout the whole of Eastern Europe accusations of collaboration with the former secret services became a
method of political disqualification.

The fact that the secret police were singled out as the main scapegoats has aroused little debate in Eastern Europe, but
it is relevant to ask why this group and not another? Why not lay the blame on all finance ministers? Or on all senior
officials who encouraged disastrous experiments with state-run economies? Or on all interior ministers and attorney-
generals who protected the ‘socialist order’? Or on all the foreign affairs ministers and ambassadors who sustained
foreign policies subordinated to the Soviet Union? As Claus Offe points out, the results of some of these policies,
especially in the economic arena, are more permanent and structural than the violation of the human rights (Offe,
1993: 18). The sizes of the secret services and the numbers of informers on their payrolls reached huge proportions in
most East European countries. The secret services also attained a level of social penetration far higher than that
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of their southern Europe or Latin American counterparts, with the possible exception of Socialist Cuba. The East
German Stasi, for example, had about 95,000 agents and 100,000 informers, in a country of 16 million. In Romania,
with 23 million, the Securitate had fewer members (38,000), but many more informers (400,000), 2 per cent of the
total population. Informers became the top targets of de-communization. They are blamed more than the officials
who recruited them and the leaders who used the information they collected. This may be partly because informers
were one's work colleagues, relatives, and friends; to ‘discover’ them provoked feelings of betrayal, humiliation, and
rage. It may also be because punishing the large number of informers is more appropriate when seeking catharsis
through political justice; punishing a handful of leaders lacks the political effect of punishing 10,000 persons.
Furthermore, targeting one group seems to produce the psychological and political effect of removing blame from
oneself, or from the rest of the population. Using secret police files to uncover the identity of informers posed serious
practical difficulties, however. Many of the files were destroyed or hidden in 1989, and the information they contained
was often false or highly implausible.

Police services have been reformed all over the region to ensure compatibility with democratic governance. Except for
the Czech Republic, reform has excluded purges and consisted of new appointments at the top, the dissolution of the
political secret services, and cosmetic changes, such as the renaming of departments. Broadly speaking, in Poland, the
Czech Republic, and Hungary adaptation to democracy has been soft and easy and, along with every other state
institution, police services have learnt new behaviour patterns. In Slovakia and Romania, however, the secret police
largely continued to be at the service of authoritarian governing parties during most of the 1990s.

The scope and nature of retroactive justice also varied owing to the role of the judiciary. This body played a moderating
and non-partisan role in Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia, where the existence of constitutional
courts prevented the implementation of ill-defined laws of retroactive justice or administrative purging. In these
countries the judicial system was reformed to guarantee independence and professionalism, although purges were not
used. It should be remembered that the judiciary was not involved in political trials in the final decade of communism,
so it had a relatively clean slate when democracy arrived. During the 1970s and 1980s, political criteria lost weight in
shaping a judicial career, so by the 1990s judicial personnel were
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fairly prepared for democracy. This picture is different in south-eastern Europe, where a merit-based society has not
developed and where political, clientelist, and nepotistic criteria have had a far stronger hold. The independence of the
judicial systems in these countries is still an aim to be achieved, and the partisan use of justice has been a tool for
governments seeking retribution and political power.

The Cases

Czechoslovakia
Czechoslovakia was the first country of the region whose new democratic institutions solemnly condemned the
previous regime. On 23 May 1991 the federal parliament declared the communist regime ‘illegal and condemnable’ and
detailed the evils it had caused. In July 1993 the parliament passed the Law on Illegitimacy and Resistance to the
Communist Regime. It declared that Communist Party (KSC) militants, responsible for national government in
1948–89, were guilty of the systematic destruction of the values of European civilization, human rights violations, and
economic decline. The law also morally justified and rendered homage to those who had resisted the old regime.

The debate on de-communization in Czechoslovakia (and after 1993, in the Czech Republic) was dominated by what
to do about secret police collaborators (Bren, 1993: 16–22). The Ministry of the Interior listed some 140,000 people, 1
per cent of the total population. About 70,000 of these were marked as ‘candidates for collaboration’ and the rest were
supposedly actual informers. From the inauguration of democratic rule in 1990, this issue clouded administrative and
political life. That year, a purge of the administration was undertaken in the absence of any legal framework. Lists of
purported informers were leaked to the press, and several government ministers, as well as prominent politicians from
all parties, were accused of having collaborated with the state police.

Aware of the dangers that the climate of accusations entailed for the prestige of new political groups and democratic
institutions, the political parties decided voluntarily to present lists of electoral candidates to the Ministry of the
Interior. The aim was to allow it to check whether any of the candidates appeared in secret police files. Most parties did
present their lists of candidates, although
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the KSC did not. The results were transmitted confidentially to party leaders, who were under no obligation to exclude
candidates mentioned in the files.

But it soon became apparent that the files were none too reliable. In June 1990, the federal and two state interior
ministers issued a communiqué. It stated that 15,000 files had disappeared after November 1989, that the most
valuable informers were missing from them, and that many remaining files pertained to persons who were targets
rather than collaborators of the secret police. The ministers recommended the immediate banning of access to the files
to avoid further destabilizing accusations, but their proposals fell on stony ground. Instead, parliament set up an all-
party commission to investigate the past of its members, as well as of the government and the President's office. The
commission replaced a previous one formed to investigate the events of November 1989 in Prague; two of its
members had resigned when it was revealed that they were members of the secret police. During a parliamentary
session broadcast live on television on 22 March 1991, the new commission read out the names of ten
parliamentarians who had been secret police collaborators. They came from all the parties but mostly from the KSC.
Two other parliamentarians were denounced later, one of whom had spent twelve years in prison on political charges
(1951–63) and had been an informer for five years (1963–8). The commission also discovered fourteen informers
among high-ranking ministerial officials, thirty-three in the Prime Minister's office, twenty-five parliamentary
employees (eleven of whom were still on the police payroll) and ten in the President's office. Parliament passed a
resolution calling for their resignation, but to no avail. Instead, several of the accused filed lawsuits alleging slander,
which some won (Orbman, 1991: 8–9; Stewart and Stewart, 1995: 887–893).

The findings of the commission did nothing to improve the image of political parties and new institutions. On the
contrary, most of the population did not believe them and parliament was tarnished.170 The case of Jan Kavan, one of
the twelve deputies singled out by the commission, further discredited the whole process. Kavan, a famous dissident,
exiled in London since 1969 where he worked as a journalist, was accused of having collaborated with the secret
services of the Czechoslovakian embassy. He was backed by numerous English and American journalists, who
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protested to the Prague government. An open letter written to the parliament by a former secret police official, stating
that he had forged the signature of one of the deputies accused, in exchange for a recruitment bonus, also caused a
scandal, as the signature had been the evidence used to incriminate him.

None the less, the findings revealed the widespread presence of former informants in all the institutions. In October
1991, parliament passed the Lustration Law. Its aim was to remove five kinds of people from elected or appointed
high-ranking office (Pehe, 1991: 6–7). First, it aimed to exclude agents and collaborators of the political police, the StB,
which amounted to around 70,000 people. Second, it affected leaders of the KSC between 1948 and 1989 at the central
or district level, which covered approximately 200 posts, but excluded leaders of 1968–9. Third, it covered members of
the Working Militia, a paramilitary organization created to ‘defend socialism’, with about 100,000 people. Fourth, it
affected anyone who had studied at one of three high-level police schools in the Soviet Union, or agents of the Soviet
secret police, the KGB, in Czechoslovakia. Finally, it covered members of the Action Committee of the National Front
of 1948, which consisted of fifteen people responsible for the coup that initiated the Stalinist era in February 1948.

The law was passed soon after the failed coup attempt in the Soviet Union in August 1991, and its wording was
toughened in reaction to the coup. It should be borne in mind that the KSC was very close to the Soviet Communist
Party, and that up until the last moment it hoped to see Gorbachov deposed and replaced by a more orthodox figure.
Hence the Soviet coup reinforced fears about local communists and the desire to have them removed from state
institutions. The original version of the law included three categories of secret agent: professional police employees,
regular collaborators who were paid for their work, and ‘voluntary’ collaborators. The third category, which included
about 70,000 people, was challenged by the constitutional court and annulled because the burden of proof fell upon
the defendants. The Council of Europe also protested against the inclusion of this category. Other international
organizations, such as the International Labour Organisation (ILO) and the International Committee of Helsinki,
objected to the law, arguing that it gave rise to politically based labour discrimination and that it presupposed collective
guilt. As was to be expected, the successors of the Communist Party also opposed the law, as well as the 1993 law on
the illegitimacy and resistance to
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the communist regime for the presumption of collective guilt and the lack of differentiation between Stalinists and
reformists such as Dubcek. In doing so, they implicitly accepted the core of the disqualification debates for the period
of 1948–89.

There are no statistics on the number of people forced to give up jobs or political posts because of the law. According
to the Ministry of the Interior, however, by July 1996 approximately 300,000 certificates had been issued, 9,000 of
which indicated that the individual concerned belonged to one of the five categories. The law was to remain in force
between 1 January 1992 and 1 January 1996. In 1995, however, over the opposition of President Vaclav Havel,
parliament extended it to January 2001. Consequently, it also affected candidates to parliament in the elections of 1996
and 1998.

The main political effect of the law was to de-legitimate left-wing Marxists and the heirs of the liberalizing socialist
movement of 1968. These socialists with a ‘human face’ had been the core of the dissident movement in the 1970s and
1980s and therefore suffered most pressures from the secret police (Kusin, 1979: 60–112). They were, ironically, the
group most affected by accusations of collaboration with the StB (Stewart and Stewart, 1995: 888; Dvorakova and
Kunc, 1997: 286–287). In short, many of those who ran risks and suffered reprisals for doing so have been excluded
from political life. On the other hand, the large numbers of people who accepted the regime without opposition or
who actively supported the KSC as rank-and-file members were not targeted by the StB and had nothing to fear. Many
people who forged careers under the communist regime survived and became a significant part of the new post-
communist elite. For example, Vaclav Klaus, finance minister in 1990 and prime minister until 1997, had headed an
economic research institute in the 1980s, which required the blessing of the KSC. Moreover, as pointed out by the
sociologist Jirina Siklova (1996: 61), many of those who advocated lustration were masking their lack of opposition or
their active collaboration with the communist regime. Thus, several journalists who favoured lustration had written in
the past praising the regime and had signed a manifesto against Charter 77, an organization that grouped the dissident
movement since 1977. Similarly, many who had not been admitted to the KSC, and therefore had less of a chance to
climb the professional ladder, wanted in the 1990s to punish the leaders of the party. The ‘outlawing’ of dissidents was
one of the unexpected effects of lustration, although the punishment of KSC
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leaders achieved the intended result of discrediting the party and its successors.

In addition to lustration, political justice took the form of a small number of court cases. Vasil Bilak, secretary of the
KSC Central Committee in 1968, was found guilty of calling for the invasion by Soviet troops in 1968. Former head of
the StB, Alojz Lorenc, was convicted of ‘abuse of power’ in the repression of dissidents in the 1970s and 1980s.
Secretary of the Prague KSC, Miroslav Stepan, was found guilty of repressing the 1989 street demonstrations in that
city. They were all paroled for good behaviour after serving half their prison terms. In 1994 two former police officers
were convicted of abuses of power when repressing student demonstrations in November 1989. The Office for
Documentation and Investigation of the Crimes of Communism, which reports to the Ministry of the Interior and is
headed by a radical anti-communist, Vaclav Benda (Transitions, 1 (16), 1995: 30) sought to take to court five communist
leaders in 1995. The latter were accused of treason for trying to form a new government in 1968 under the aegis of the
Warsaw Pact invaders. One of the accused was Milos Jakes, general secretary of the KSC in 1987–9. Magistrates
dismissed the case for lack of evidence, but after several judicial battles the case against Jakes was opened again, in
accordance with a Supreme Court decision of January 1998, and is now being investigated further by the prosecutor.

In Slovakia the Lustration Law ceased to be in force when the Federation broke up on 1 January 1993. It was not
formally repealed, but administrative mechanisms required to enforce it were not activated. The Slovak elite has
retained stronger ideological and personal affinity with the KSC and has therefore shown less enthusiasm for enforcing
the law. On 21 March 1996, probably influenced by the Czech experience, parliament passed a law on the ‘Immorality
and Illegitimacy of the Communist Regime’. It was a peculiar decision, as 92 of the 110 deputies present were former
KSC members. The first version of the law, which condemned the KSC as a ‘criminal organization’, was modified to
read, more mildly, ‘ . . . a party that did not prevent its members from committing crimes’ (EECR, Winter 1996: 26).
The law does not include measures against former Communists, secret police agents or individuals responsible for
particular repressive acts, but it cancels the statute of limitations covering crimes committed under communist rule
that were not prosecuted for political reasons. To date, this measure has not had any significant effect.
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Albania
The Albanian communist–Maoist regime was perhaps the most repressive in Eastern Europe. Its borders were the
most tightly sealed and its policy towards social and cultural customs the most repressive. It was the only regime that
banned religious practice altogether, outlawing a good part of the population.

The weight of past repression and the scant respect for rule of law today help to explain why Albania carried out the
most wide-ranging process of de-communization and is the place where the partisan use of justice has been most
notorious. The old Communist Party, now the Labour Party (PPS), won the first democratic elections in 1991, thus
excluding any attempt by the opposition to incriminate former authorities. Political justice and administrative purges
began in 1992, when the Democratic Party (PDSH) won the elections, and remained in force until 1996, when the
party won the election again. In 1992 two paragraphs were added to the Labour Code, purportedly to reform the
administration and state-run enterprises; this addendum allowed any senior official to replace any employee (with no
right of appeal) considered guilty of having excessively supported the previous regime (Imholz, 1995a: 58–59;
Abrahams, 1996: 52). This provision was used to undertake a wide-ranging purge and replace former employees with
PDSH supporters. There are no official figures regarding the scope of the purge, but sources suggest that around
10,000 people were thrown out of government or state enterprise jobs (Imholz, 1995: 58). For example, 90 per cent of
diplomatic personnel was sacked and replaced.171

A further provision affected judges and public prosecutors, two-thirds of whom were replaced after 1992 by new,
rapidly trained judges and ‘assistant judges’, who completed their law studies in the record time of a year and a half
(Abrahams, 1996: 52). This raises strong doubts regarding judicial autonomy. The law was abolished in 1996 before the
general elections, officially because it had already served its purpose, but most probably to prevent it from being used
by the PPS if it won the elections.

In 1995 parliament passed the Law on Genocide and Crimes against Humanity. This made it possible to bar from
administrative positions and parliament, for a period of six years, former high-level leaders of the PPS, members of
governments before 1991, or
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former members of or collaborators with the secret police. The law was justified by the need to punish those
responsible for setting up concentration camps and shooting anyone trying to leave the country. Although there are no
reliable figures, data supplied by Albanian diplomatic sources indicate a high level of physical repression and thus
widespread desire for revenge. An estimated 5,000 Albanians died trying to cross the border illegally and 100,000 were
sent to concentration camps during the communist period. To enforce the law, a commission examined the records of
all candidates for the 1996 parliamentary elections and passed sentences against 136 people, the great majority of them
members of the PPS or former dissidents who had left the PDSH (Transition, 31 May 1996: 63). The PDSH
government appointed all commission members, thus fuelling major doubts as to its impartiality and independence.

The partisan use of political justice was even more evident in the three death sentences and two sentences of life
imprisonment for PPS leaders made public two days before the May 1996 elections. Convicted under the new penal
code, which includes the crime of genocide, the defendants sentenced to death were the former attorney-general, the
deputy minister of the interior who had headed the police, and the president of the Supreme Court. Ramiz Alia,
former president of the Republic and successor of Enver Hoxa as head of the PPS, and the former deputy prime
minister were sentenced to life imprisonment. These three death sentences are, with the exception of the Ceausescu
executions, the only instances of the use of capital punishment for political reasons in postcommunist Eastern Europe.
Alia was acquitted in 1997, after having escaped from prison that year during the March riots.

The use of the judicial system to discredit PPS leaders caused international protest in 1994. The European Parliament
and the Council of Europe protested when Fatos Nano, leader of the Socialist Party (PSSH, formerly PPS) and prime
minister in 1991, was sentenced to twelve years in prison for embezzlement and forging public records, after very
dubious trial proceedings (Imholz, 1995: 57). During the 1997 savings fund crisis,172 the intervention of the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) promoted the signature of a ‘political contract’ that
included the
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abrogation of parts of the genocide law. Under the reformed law, the scope of categories of people excluded from
competition for parliament was reduced to former members of the PPS Politburo, secret police agents, foreign
intelligence agents, and persons convicted of crimes against humanity. This allowed Nano to run in the elections and
become the new prime minister. Furthermore, none of the death sentences signed in 1996 was acted upon. Each was
derogated, and during the 1997 riots the convicts escaped from gaol like every other prisoner.

Bulgaria
During the period of regime liberalization before the first democratic elections in June 1990, the press discovered and
published figures on the bloody repression that had followed the communist seizure of power in Bulgaria in 1944. It
also revealed facts about concentration camps used until 1962, where more than 1,000 prisoners arrested for political
reasons had perished. In 1990, mass graves containing the remains of those murdered since 1944 were discovered in
several towns. The same year saw the publication for the first time of official figures on the scope of the show trials in
the 1940s, in which 2,730 people had been sentenced to death and 1,305 to life imprisonment (Engelbrekt, 1990: 5–9).

These revelations about the scope of communist repression in the 1940s and its continuation in the post-Stalinist
period shocked Bulgarian society and contributed to the discrediting of the former members of the Communist Party
(BKP), newly organized as the Socialist Party (BSP). None the less, in the minds of many Bulgarians, the horrors of the
communist repression were ‘offset’ by the horrors of right-wing repression before 1944. Moreover, a split within the
BSP between conservatives and reformers enabled the latter to blame the former for what had happened and thereby
to reinforce their image of change.

The renewal of the party leadership in 1989 and the arrest of Todor Zhivkov, who had led the party since 1954 and
been accused in 1990 by his comrades of cultivating a ‘personality cult’ and nepotism,173 helped forge an image of
transformation in the party. Revelations about the harshness of repression in the past did not stop the BSP
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from winning the first democratic elections in June 1990. Political trials began in 1992, after the triumph of the anti-
communist Union of Democratic Forces (SDS), the main opposition party, in the autumn 1991 elections, and the
formation of a coalition government with the party representing the Turkish minority, the Movement for Rights and
Freedom (DPS). The trials aimed to investigate responsibility for economic deterioration and corruption, the decline in
environmental and public health standards, and excesses in political repression (Engelbrekt, 1992: 6–10). As far as
economic deterioration is concerned, prosecutors sought to find out to what use Western loans worth US$11 billion
had been put in the 1970s. The answer was felt to be the corruption of high-ranking officials and the diversion of
funds to Third World communist parties. Former prime ministers Atanasov and Ovcharov were sentenced to seven
and nine years' imprisonment respectively for ‘theft’. Atanasov was later released because of his advanced age and
health problems. Zhivkov too was tried and sentenced to seven years for embezzlement and abuse of power, but in
1996 he was acquitted by the Supreme Court. Another forty-seven high-ranking officials were investigated, but no
incriminating evidence was found.

The government's attempt to carry out de-communization in the economic sector took the form of a law that barred
former communists from holding top posts in banks and financial companies, but the constitutional court rejected the
law (Engelbrekt, 1993: 81–82). In 1992, another law was passed to purge bodies governing the university. The
constitutional court upheld it 1994, but the BSP-dominated parliament repealed it in 1995.

In comparison with other East European countries, Bulgaria suffered the worst ecological degradation, which led to
serious public health problems. This explains the importance given to this problem by the Public Prosecutor's
office—a judicial relevance unique in the region. The Chernobyl accident in 1986 particularly affected Bulgaria, but
government authorities silenced any efforts to inform the public of the effect of the radioactive leak, making it
impossible to adopt precautionary measures. The then Deputy Minister of Health and the Vice-President were
sentenced in 1992 to three and two years' imprisonment for this cover-up. In addition, thirty-seven companies were
investigated for chemical pollution, but the case was closed for lack of evidence.

Trials for past political crimes focused on the ill-treatment of prisoners in forced labour camps (1959–62) and the
confinement of the Turkish population to improvised concentration camps
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during the forced assimilation campaign (1984–9). In neither case was a final sentence passed. In 1992 and 1993,
several trials were promoted by Attorney-General Ivan Tatrchev, but the new BSP majority in parliament of 1994
removed him from his post by passing a new law on the judicature that required judges and prosecutors to have five
years' legal experience before holding high offices. The purpose of the law was to expel from office the attorney-
general and the president of the Supreme Court Ivan Grigorov, as well as expelling from office other anti-communist
judges and public prosecutors who did not meet the requirements when appointed. Those accused of mistreating
work-camp internees included Zhivkov, this time charged with ordering the creation of two camps, Lovech and
Skravena (1959–62), where 149 detainees had died from abuse. The then minister of interior Spasov and three officials
directly involved in running the camps were also charged, as were five former state security officials, for the Turks'
confinement.

Most of the files of the Bulgarian police secret services, which employed about 8,000 people and had some 100,000
informers, were destroyed in 1990.174 Nevertheless, in 1990–1 the names of politicians who supposedly appeared in the
files were leaked to the press. Many were members of the SDS, whose leader had to resign when his ties to the secret
police were revealed; he did so after admitting to part of the accusations. In 1991 a newspaper published a list of thirty-
two members of parliament who were named as informers, most of them from the SDS. Parliament reacted to the
scandal by passing a law that allowed members of parliament to consult the secret police files in the presence of the
leader of their parliamentary group. However, the new government formed after the BSP electoral victory of 1994
banned the access to the files to everyone but the president of the republic and the director of the information services
(Engelbrekt, 1994: 21–27).

The April 1997 elections, held in a climate of social unrest and public distrust of a BSP involved in scandals of
corruption, gave control of the parliament and government to the SDS. This change reopened the issue of the files. In
July 1997 parliament passed a law on disclosure of secret police files, which made mandatory the disclosure of files for
all deputies, members of government, the
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president and vice-president, judges from the constitutional, supreme, and supreme administrative courts, the Supreme
Judicial Council, and prosecutors and investigative officers (EECR, Fall 1997: 8–9). The only sanction against former
agents provided for by the law was public disclosure of their files. The commission in charge of the process revealed
the names of sixteen politicians, judges or officers, but only two politicians resigned. The DPS was especially affected
by this disclosure, as four of the sixteen listed were members of the group, including the chairman, Ahmed Dogan.
The Turkish population was a top target of the secret services in the 1980s, when an aggressive assimilation campaign
was carried out.

Thus, as with the Czechoslovakian dissidents, the group most affected by repression under the communist regime was
also the one most affected under democracy, because of secret file disclosures. In October 1998 the SDS government
passed a law on the civil service that included a ban on former secret police agents and leading communists from top
state posts for five years. The law was not very precise regarding posts or the level of leadership to be affected, so SDS
President Petar Stonayov and the BSP rejected it. It was presented to the constitutional court, which in January 1999
decided against it on grounds that it violated equality before the law and the right to work (EECR, Fall 1998: 8; Spring
1999: 7).

To summarize, during first years of democracy in Bulgaria (1990–1) revelations about the nature of political repression
fuelled attempts to make a clear break with the communist regime. None the less, the continuity of the political elite
meant that only symbolic measures were adopted, the main one being the expulsion from the party and the arrest of
Zhivkov. The anti-communist opposition, which won the elections in 1992, did not accept that the blame should be
laid solely on Zhivkov and pressed for an inquiry into responsibility for the worst of the communist heritage. It also
sought to open secret police files to the public and have those responsible for political crimes brought to trial.
Proceedings were hindered from 1993 onwards, after the SDS lost control of the government. They came to a
provisional end after the 1994 elections, when the new BSP majority managed to replace the attorney-general and
president of the Supreme Court, after long months of confrontation between the judiciary and the executive. Even the
Zhivkov case, the most symbolic, collapsed when the Supreme Court acquitted him, in February 1996, of all charges of
abuse of power and embezzlement. He died in August 1998 (EECR, Winter 1996: 7). In 1997, after the victory of the
SDS in the general elections, this time with
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a greater majority than in 1992, the new parliament approved the law on disclosure of secret police files and attempted
to purge the civil service.

Thus, electoral results have marked the evolution and rhythm of political justice and lustration in Bulgaria, but until
1997 anti-communist forces lacked sufficient popular and parliamentary support to launch a wide-ranging lustration
campaign. Even then, political justice was hindered by the weakness of the judicial system, which was seriously
corrupted at all levels and permanently in conflict with the government and parliament (EECR, Winter 1998: 6–8;
Spring 1998: 5–6). The rule of law is still feeble in Bulgaria, and this weakness has rendered impossible the
implementation of lustration measures in a legal and non-arbitrary way.

Romania
Despite signs of ‘revolutionary violence’ and the events of December 1989—the mass demonstrations, bloody
repression and the execution of the tyrants—subsequent political developments in Romania have revealed the
resilience of the ruling elite. The National Salvation Front (FSN), three of whose four founding members were former
high-ranking officials in the Ceausescu governments, was literally set up overnight, on 22–23 December, to take over
after the flight of the Ceausescus. Despite rhetorical advocacy of democracy and a market economy, it violently
hounded opposition parties, opposed liberalization or privatization measures, and either confirmed many high-ranking
communist civil servants in their posts or promoted them.

Romania is the only East European country where the Communist Party (PCR) vanished. Moreover, it had had the
largest communist party in the region, with nearly 4 million militants (3,800,000), out of a population of 23 million.
The party ceased to exist in December 1989 but was not formally dissolved. In November 1990 the Socialist Labour
Party (PSM) was formed, led by former top members of the communist nomenklatura. The party won 3 per cent of
votes in the elections of 1992. The FSN, which won the first election by an ample margin with 66 per cent of the vote,
picked up the post-communist vote. FSN President Ion Iliescu had been, during the Ceausescu era, minister for youth,
secretary of the Central Committee responsible for ideology, and a member of the Executive Political Committee of
the PCR. In 1990–6 he was president of Romania, elected with 85 per cent of votes.
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In sum, the so-called Romanian revolution was more of an act of tyrannicide accompanied by the persistence of an
entrenched elite. The swift trial of the Ceausescus was held without legal guarantees. They were even accused by the
counsel for the defence. The speed of the trial and execution, both of which took place on 25 December 1989, may
have a ‘revolutionary’ explanation—to avoid any attempts by the army or the Securitate to free the dictator—but a
‘continuity’ explanation is at least as credible as the former—i.e. to prevent the judicial process from turning the trial
into a judgement of the regime and not just of the Ceausescus. The two explanations do not contradict each other, and
could both be true.

From the outset, the FSN government revealed its intent to limit political justice to the small circle around the
Ceausescu family. Under popular pressure, the government also promoted the trial of those responsible for the
massacres in December 1989. The Ceausescus's son Nicu, famous for his abuses of power and life of luxury, was
imprisoned and sentenced to over twenty years, but was later freed because of a serious liver ailment. His sister Zoë
was also gaoled, but was later freed without charges. Four members of the PCR executive political committee, one of
them the interior minister, were charged with responsibility for massacres in Timisoara and Bucharest in December
1989, in which about 1,200 people had died. The court-martial/trial was broadcast live, and the four defendants
constantly incriminated themselves, declaring that they had been ‘idiots’—in the best style of the show trials of the
1940s (Ionescu, 1990: 46). The initial charge was ‘complicity in genocide’, and when the prosecution tried to strengthen
this to ‘shared responsibility in genocide’ the four defended themselves by stating that only Ceausescu and his wife had
given the order to fire on the demonstrators. The charge of ‘complicity in genocide’ was also levelled against twenty-
one Securitate and army officers for the Timisoara events. Altogether, seventeen former high-ranking PCR officials
were convicted in different trials in 1990 for ‘complicity in genocide’ in December 1989; all were later freed for ‘health
problems’ and were then pardoned by President Iliescu. In 1993 seven members of the Securitate and two senior
officials from the Interior Ministry were convicted for the murder of three detainees who had tried to hijack a bus in
order to leave Romania in 1981. This has been the only trial related to pre-1989 political repression.

The Securitate, which had about 38,000 members and 400,000 informers, was officially dissolved in January 1990.
However, it was set up again under a new name soon after the violent confrontation between the Hungarian and
Romanian communities of

236 CARMEN GONZáLEZ-ENRíQUEZ



Tirgu Mures in March 1990. These events became a justification for a powerful intelligence service. The new
intelligence service recruited 60 per cent of former Securitate members and immediately adopted a markedly partisan
role, harassing opposition groups, attacking their headquarters, and organizing the attack by miners on opposition
protestors in Bucharest during 1991. That year, thousands of intelligence documents, which proved these partisan
activities and which the service had tried to bury, were unearthed accidentally in a ravine (Sturdza, 1991: 23). To
discredit opposition parties in 1991, the intelligence services leaked to the government-controlled press files that
purported to show that leading members of the opposition had co-operated with the Securitate (Ionescu, 1992: 9–15).
In 1992 Securitate files were declared secret for forty years, thus preventing any attempt to enforce laws similar to the
Czech Lustration Law.

The peculiar nature of Romanian political culture was revealed in 1993 by the success of a novel about the Securitate,
which was portrayed as a patriotic force. This best-selling series of novels were written by Pavel Corut, a former senior
official of the Securitate, who then became a member of the Romanian National Unity Party (PUNR), a nationalist,
pro-communist party. The text was openly pro-Ceausescu and denounced the overthrow of the regime as an
international conspiracy (Shafir, 1993: 14–18). It was only after the 1996 elections, which gave power to the opposition
Democratic Convention (CDR), that proposals to open the files were acceded to. According to the law, passed on June
1998, people holding high positions in the state apparatus and religious leaders should be scrutinized for past
connections with the Securitate. As in Hungary or Bulgaria, the only punishment contemplated by the law is the
publicizing of names of those who have collaborated with the Securitate and do not resign voluntarily. The law also
created the Council for Studying Former Security Archives, but it allowed the intelligence agencies to deny people
access to files on national security grounds.

Overall, the resilience of the Romanian elite has prevented any form of political justice. Instead, it has used the
execution of the Ceausescus and a few perfunctory prosecutions of officers involved in the December 1989 massacres
to symbolize the break with its past and its intention to turn over a new leaf.

Poland
Poland did not undergo de-communization, but the issue has been one of the most divisive in political life under
democracy. Intellectuals and politicians are profoundly divided about the
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memory of the past, and the success of post-communists in the market economy and in open electoral competition has
generated frustration and a desire of revenge among the heirs of Solidarity (Walicki, 1997: 193–196, 204, 218–219).
The first democratic Polish government (September 1989–January 1991), led by Tadeusz Mazowiecki, a long-time
Solidarity adviser and a Catholic intellectual, showed no interest in political justice and announced that a ‘thick line’
would be drawn between the past and present. Many Solidarity leaders, such as Jacek Kuron, Adam Michnik, and
Bronislaw Gemerek, were of Marxist origin and had began their political life in the communist Polish Unified Workers
Party (PZPR), where they sought to combine socialism with personal and public freedom. Even Prime Minister
Mazowiecki had been a youth activist in the Catholic movement Pax, controlled by the PZPR, and a member of
parliament in the 1960s representing a Catholic group. Many PZPR militants joined Solidarity, and many Solidarity
members entered parliament in the 1980s. In other words, the incumbent political elite and the opposition were more
closely related than allowed for by the ‘society against the state’ stereotype of 1980s Poland.

Calls for de-communization began only in 1991, when the economic crisis started to undermine the legitimacy of the
new regime and confidence in the government's capacity. The demand came from sectors of Solidarity that had been
excluded from the government and high-ranking posts, and complained that they were not being rewarded for the
sacrifices they made as underground militants while the nomenklatura had managed to remain in power and
accumulate wealth. The more anti-communist right-of-centre government formed in 1992 and led by Jan Olszewski
enjoyed very little room for manoeuvre in the economic arena. That is probably why it focused its attention on
launching attacks on the former nomenklatura who had become successful in business or remained in power in
municipalities and counties. The government accused President Walesa himself of succumbing to communist
influence.

The Olszewski government was also responsible for opening the ‘Pandora's box’ of lists of secret police collaborators.
In May 1992 parliament approved a Lustration Law. It obliged the Ministry of the Interior to provide information
about candidates for parliament, state administration, local government, and administration of justice posts, regarding
connections with the secret police in 1945–90. The government set up a bureau of investigation to compile a list of
such collaborators (Sabbat-Swidlicka, 1993: 103; Vinton, 1992; 16–20; Walicki, 1997: 197–198). The non-post-
communist opposition,
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the Democratic Union (UD), also an heir to Solidarity, opposed the initiative, claiming that it was a breach of state
secrets and that it pursued partisan and even personal aims.

The bureau presented parliament with a list of sixty-four police informers, which included numerous leading Solidarity
politicians, not least Walesa and other notorious advocates of anti-communist measures. The list was published in the
press and was so hard to believe that it sparked off a scandal. Soon afterwards, the Minister of the Interior admitted
that the list was a mixture of actual and would-be informants that the police had tried to recruit without success. In
view of this event, even the parliamentarians who had advocated lustration began to reconsider. Days later, the
constitutional court ruled against the Lustration Law. However, the publication of the list and the scandal it caused
forced the government and parliament to adopt a resolution to settle the affair.

During the second half of 1992, parliament debated various draft bills on how to deal with former police informers,
but none advanced. President Walesa opposed any ‘cleansing’ of the secret services and armed forces, arguing that it
would weaken national security by depriving the country of necessary skilled professionals. Gradually the matter was
forgotten, having little weight during the government of Suchocka (July 1992–May 1993), which was based on a
coalition between the two biggest post-Solidarity parties, the centre–right Christian Democratic Union (DChN) and
the centre–left UD and focused on economic matters. De-communization was hardly mentioned at all during the
election campaign of 1993, and when an alliance of post-communist forces formed the new government in the wake of
that election the issue provisionally disappeared from parliamentary life. It did not disappear from public life, however,
as anti-communist intellectuals and politicians continued to complain about ‘the stealing of the revolution’ and to
deplore the lack of an official historic review condemning the old regime, as had occurred in the Czech Republic. As a
consequence of the electoral success of the post-communist Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) in 1993, Solidarity's heirs
moved to the right and many of them began to criticize the Roundtable Agreements of 1989 and Mazowiecki's ‘thick
line’. The words of Kwasniewski, the leader of the SLD, in parliament apologizing to ‘all those who had experienced
injustices and wickedness of the authorities and the system before 1989’ (Walicki, 1997: 200), were considered
insufficient by the anti-communist right. The triumph of Kwasniewski over Walesa in the 1995 presidential elections
added more fuel to anti-communist complaints about the ‘stolen revolution’.
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During 1996 and the first months of 1997, the issue of secret police collaboration re-emerged, probably because of the
vicinity of the parliamentary elections held in September 1997. In April 1997 the Peasant Party (PSL), a populist, left-
wing group devoted to the defence of peasant interests that was allied to the PZPR under communism, and a member
of the government coalition, supported an opposition draft, and the Congress passed the lustration or ‘screening’ law.
According to it, all deputies, senators, judges, high-ranking civil servants and candidates to these positions had to issue
a statement declaring whether they had collaborated with or worked in the secret services in 1944–90. A screening
court formed by twenty-one judges was to check these statements, and only those making false statements would be
banned from every high-ranking position for ten years and their names would be published in the state gazette. The
screening law should have applied to candidates in the 1997 elections, but it did not because the court in charge of the
process was not constituted (EECR, Winter 1997: 22). In any case, eleven candidates for the 1997 election
acknowledged in their statements that they had been former secret police agents.

The 1997 elections gave power to the heirs of Solidarity and the issue of de-communization was raised again. On 18
June 1998 parliament passed a law with the opposition of the SLD, condemning the ‘communist dictatorship imposed
in Poland with force and against the will of the nation by the Soviet Union and Joseph Stalin’. It blamed the PZPR for
the ‘many crimes and offences’ of the regime, which ‘was maintained by means of force, lies and the threat of Soviet
intervention and served to secure foreign interests' (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Internet, 11 June 1998). This was
the first time that a state institution issued a condemnatory appraisal of the former regime, and it constituted an
important moral triumph for anti-communist groups. In December 1998 parliament passed a law stating that judges
serving in 1944–89 could be brought before a disciplinary court and removed from service if was proved that they had
issued unjust sentences or obstructed the defendant's right to a defence (EECR, Fall 1998: 25–26; Winter–Spring
1999: 26–27). Judges have regarded the passage of this law as a revenge gesture, responding to their lack of co-
operation with the Lustration Court.

The courts had not dealt with the events leading to 1981 coup d’état. In 1992 parliament declared illegal the 1981
introduction of martial law and created a Committee on Constitutional Responsibility. It had to determine whether the
State Court should judge General Jaruzelski, members of Military Council of
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National Salvation who implemented martial law, and members of the State Council who had endorsed the 1981
decision. After four years, the Committee voted to end its investigation and recommended that parliament should drop
the case (Walicki, 1997: 205–217). The decision did not calm the most radical anti-communist right-wing groups,
which continued to campaign against Jaruzelski. The version put forward by Jaruzelski—that the coup had been
necessary to forestall the imminent Soviet invasion and avoid chaos and economic collapse—has apparently been
accepted by the majority of Poles. None the less, Jaruzelski was tried on other grounds, for responsibility for the deaths
caused by repression of strikes in 1970. He was finally acquitted. Attempts have been made to deal with repressive
episodes of the Stalinist period (1944–56), but most of the accused were too old and sick, and only one of the ninety-
five cases presented to the state attorney resulted in a public trial. It lasted two years and was regarded as a trial of the
whole Stalinist period. The defendant, Adam Humer, was accused of cruelty towards political prisoners in 1944–54,
and was sentenced to nine years' imprisonment. In addition, eleven former security police agents working with Humer
in those years were sentenced to from two to eight years (Walicki, 1997: 220–221).

Hungary
The first democratic government in Hungary (1990–4) was a coalition led by the Christian and nationalist Hungarian
Democratic Forum (MDF). Under the leadership of Jozsef Antall, it made various attempts to denounce those
responsible for crimes committed in the 1940s and 1950s, the period of communist bloody political repression (Bence,
1990: 85–86). The Zeteny–Takacs bill, named after the two MDF parliamentarians who sponsored it and approved by
parliament in November 1991, was passed with the opposition of the Socialist Party (MSzP) and the liberal Alliance of
Free Democrats (SzDSz). This law aimed to bring to trial those perpetrators of the crimes of treason, voluntary
manslaughter, and mistreatment resulting in death, committed in 1944–90 who had escaped justice for political
reasons. President Arpad Göncz (1990–), a former dissident and member of the SzDSz, rejected the law and took it to
the constitutional court, which ruled against it in the spring of 1992 on the grounds that it contradicted the statute of
limitations on crimes.

The main supporter of the law, the MDF, had been a moderate opposition group during the final years of communist
rule, very close

CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE 241



to the ‘national popular’ sectors of the then ruling party, the Hungarian Socialist Workers Party (MSzMP). The MDF
was thus distinct from the more radically anti-communist SzDSz. Many MDF activists had been in the MSzMP or
belonged to small-town elites, while a large part of its leaders had held middle-ranking posts that required the MSzMP
blessing. Jozsef Antall, for example, who was prime minister in 1990–3, had been the director of a small museum in
Budapest in the 1980s. In other words, the MDF was neither socially nor politically a radical opposition force. Indeed,
members of SzDSz had suffered more political repression, although it is true that political repression in Hungary
under Kádár rule (1956–88) was less severe than in most communist countries. MDF plans to encourage political
justice were part of its efforts to forge a distinct image and were an ingredient of its policy of gestures and symbols,
which it used widely throughout its mandate.

To overcome the stumbling block posed by the constitutional court rejection of the Zeteny–Takacs law, the
government submitted a new bill in which the crimes committed during the repression of the 1956 rebellion were
deemed crimes of war and crimes against humanity, and therefore were not affected by statute of limitations. The
parliamentary historic commission investigating the events of 1956 had already concluded that about 1,000 people had
been killed in the conflict, most of them civilians. This time the constitutional court approved the law, only striking
down some articles; but the absence of witnesses, the lack of evidence, and the health problems of the few people
arrested prevented its enforcement (Oltay, 1993: 6–10). Only two trials were held under the law. In one, the court ruled
that the crimes were not war crimes or crimes against humanity and that the domestic statute of limitations was
applicable. The case was closed. The second trial found only two of the twelve defendants guilty and condemned them
to five years in prison (Halmai and Scheppele, 1997: 169). In September 1996 the constitutional court responded to a
petition from the Supreme Court and public prosecutor, again putting an end to the law. It ruled that the law lacked
procedural norms and that the criminal procedure code could not remedy the situation. Parliament then had to provide
new procedural norms before new trials could be held. To date, it has not done so.

The most ambitious attempt to promote an administrative purge was the screening law which the government passed
through parliament two months before the 1994 elections. The MSzP voted against it and the SzDSz abstained.
Approval of the law was linked to a short-term political calculation; it was meant to hamper the
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electoral chances of the MSzP, which polls had forecast would be the winner of the forthcoming elections. The
screening law affected about 10,000 positions, including members of parliament, ministers, deans and heads of
university departments, judges, and editors of leading newspapers. Its stated purpose was to prevent anyone who had
collaborated with the III/III Department of the Interior Ministry (the political police) from holding such posts. It also
affected those who had been members of the ‘law and order’ squads in 1956 (involved in counter-insurgency), or had
belonged to the Crossed Arrow Nazi party, which ruled during the German occupation in 1944, the era of the ‘final
solution’ for Hungarian Jews.

Under the law, if a person belonged to one of the aforementioned categories and did not resign voluntarily, their name
and relationship with these organizations would be published in the official gazette. The state news agency would then
disseminate the information. Supporters of the law argued that it prevented the blackmail of anyone holding important
posts and, as it was being passed before the elections, ensured that such people would be stopped from having a seat in
parliament. Thus, the law did not advocate a real purge, because it was left to the accused to decide whether or not to
remain as candidates or in public office. The law provided for the creation of two groups of three judges, which would
examine the records and look for files on anyone holding relevant posts. The process was set to last from July 1994 to
June 2000. In 2030, the list of agents of the III/III Department will be made public (Oltay, 1994: 13–15).

Gyula Horn, the leader of the MSzP, should have felt the full force of the law, because in 1956 he had been a member
of the ‘law and order’ squads. However, this fact is widely known and Horn had publicly regretted his ‘youthful sin,’ so
the penalty provided for by the law cannot hurt him. MSzP members were not the only ones affected by the law,
however. As in Czechoslovakia, police informants are more likely to include former dissidents. Thus, Istvan Csurka, a
prominent dissident in the 1980s and currently leader of a radical anti-Semitic minority party, the Hungarian Justice
and Life Party (MIEP), was accused during 1993 of having been a police informer. Csurka publicly acknowledged that
he had signed a collaboration agreement with the secret police, but claimed that he never gave them information.
Jozsef Torgyan, leader of the radical and populist Smallholders Party (FKgP), was also accused of having been an
informer.

After the MSzP took power in 1994, it showed little interest in enforcing the screening law. The new Interior Minister
set up a Committee of Experts to examine the files of the III/III
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Department, which reported to parliament that many of the files had disappeared or been destroyed in 1989.
Moreover, although agents were listed, the files did not state their functions or the information they had provided. It
was thus impossible to distinguish between people who only agreed to co-operate because they were forced to do so
and ‘real’ collaborators. The secret services in Hungary were relatively small in comparison to neighbouring countries.
It is calculated that approximately 30,000 people worked for the III/III Department as agents or informers. In view of
the difficulties, the MSzP proposed that the scope of the law should be limited to officials sworn into office or taking
an oath before parliament or the president. The reduction was approved by parliament in 1996, limiting the number of
people under examination to 540 posts (Népszabadság, 6 July 1996). This is in line with a prior recommendation by the
constitutional court (Heti Világgazdaság, 815, 7 January 1995; Halmai and Scheppele, 1997: 175).

The general public, intellectuals, and the majority of Hungarian politicians are not overly interested in political justice or
de-communization. Unlike Poland, there have been no protests about a ‘betrayed revolution’. Broadly speaking, the
Hungarian elite and the population as a whole seem to accept the fact that the country did not undergo a revolution, in
the heroic sense of the term, but rather a general crisis and an uphill new start.

Conclusions
De-communization has followed different paths in the countries examined in this chapter, and only in the Czech
Republic and Albania has it led to a large-scale replacement of public administration officials. Three important factors
explain these differences.

First, they are a result of the nature of the agreement arrived at during the transition. In countries where the
government and the opposition negotiated a transition, as in Poland and Hungary, political justice or purges did not
occur. The screening laws approved in both cases have not prevented the old political elite from holding high office, as
the case of Hungarian Prime Minister Horn shows. Although there is no evidence of this, the agreements hammered
out at the negotiating table may have included a renunciation of any type of ‘revenge’ measure. This does not mean
that de-communization was not a significant part of intellectual and parliamentary debates. In Poland, where a popular
anti-communist opposition, led by Solidarity, confronted governments in the 1980s,
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many of its members or sympathizers are now calling for punishment to vent their frustration with the economic
success of the old nomenklatura and the return to government of the PZPR heirs (1993–7). Expressions such as ‘the
expropriated revolution’ or ‘the lost revolution’ are used every day by anti-communist politicians and intellectuals. In
Hungary, by contrast, the return of the successors of former communists to government (1994–8) and the economic
triumph of the nomenklatura is widely accepted as unavoidable.

Second, the strength of the rule of law in political culture is a key factor. It marks a striking difference between the
solutions adopted in the Czech Republic and in Albania, for example. The Czech Republic has established a norm of
lustration that seeks to offer guarantees of universality, impartiality, and objectivity, whereas Albania passed laws that
accepted arbitrariness. Romania and Bulgaria have also shown little respect for legality in some political justice
proceedings, although in both cases very few people have been affected. Closely linked to this factor is the level of
independence of the judiciary and shortcomings in the separation of powers, allowing the partisan use of the legal
system in the case of south-eastern Europe. The different political traditions and histories in the region are strongly
related to the political cultures of today; countries that have experienced democracy and a rule of law in the past, like
Czech Republic, now enjoy a deeper democratic culture and a more firmly rooted respect for the separation of powers.

Third, the electoral success or failure of the former communist elite is of vital importance. Wherever groups
succeeding former communist parties have remained in power after the first democratic elections, as in Bulgaria,
Romania, and Albania, de-communization has been limited to symbolic gestures with great public impact, such as the
execution of the Ceausescus or the arrest of Zhivkov.175 Attempts to undertake more thorough purges began only after
the second round of elections, when opposition parties were victorious. In Romania the second elections gave a second
term of office to the FSN. It ruled in coalition with several left-wing and nationalist parties, and did not promote
lustration. In Central Europe, after the electoral victory of the Polish and Hungarian former communists in 1993 and
1994 respectively, the public relevance of debates on the issue died down and the screening law passed by
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Table 7.1 De-Communization and Transition in Central and Eastern Europe

De-communization Negotiated transition Failed elite change Elite replacement
Failed Hungary/Poland Slovakia Czech Republic/Albania
Symbolic Bulgaria/Romania
Successful

the previous Hungarian parliament was amended and whittled down. The breakup of Czechoslovakia led in Slovakia
to the replacement of a liberal government under Klaus with a populist–nationalist government that had much
stronger personal and ideological ties to the former KSC. For this reason, Slovakia suspended enforcement of the
lustration law that the Czechs continued to apply.

In assessing the political effects of de-communization or political justice, it is helpful to use these cases as a political
laboratory to validate or deny the hypotheses that settling accounts by new democracies contributes to democratic
consolidation. This set of cases shows that there is no link between the level of democratic consolidation attained and
the accomplishment of de-communization measures. Hungary, for example, where political justice or de-
communization did not take place, has achieved a level of political stability and a consolidation of democratic
institutions that is comparable to the Czech Republic, where de-communization measures were broadly implemented.
Albania, a well-known example of state dissolution, chaos, and violence, undertook wide-ranging purges and
numerous political trials.

On the other hand, although this ‘political laboratory’ does not provide proof that political justice improves democratic
life, nor does it not prove the contrary—that purges and ‘cleansing’ are negative. Rather, it appears not to matter one
way or the other where democratic consolidation in the region is concerned. The main reason for its ‘irrelevance’ is the
previous destruction of the power of the old elite in the new democracies. The demise of communism was complete in
1989–90 (or 1991 in Albania), and new governments have not had to protect democracy against military or civilian
threats. Domestic military forces were never a threat to society in the communist countries studied here. The Soviet
Red Army was the instrument for securing the socialist order, while domestic armed forces (barring Poland) were not
involved in internal repression
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(Barany, 1992: 2–7). Indeed, the new democracies were born in a power vacuum of sorts, in societies where the old
power structure, based upon the absolute control by a communist party over social and economic life, collapsed when
the parties crumbled.

Thus, in Eastern Europe political justice and purges could be undertaken when non post-communist parties met with
electoral success because the old elite had no power to impede them. At the same time, however, neither political
justice nor purges were necessary to secure democracy and the rule of law, precisely because they had no power and
there was no other authoritarian threat to contend with. Furthermore, in contrast with Central America or South
Africa, these countries were not socially fragmented; on the contrary, one of the heritages of the communist system
was a homogeneous society.176 Thus, political justice was not necessary to reconcile social groups. The only exception
here is the Bulgarian Turks, given the racial persecution of the forceful assimilation campaign of the 1980s.

On the other hand, the persistence over the years of debates around the issue, as in the case of Poland, is an element of
continued instability that arguably weakens the political system. Thus, administrative purges and measure of retroactive
justice, if undertaken, should be implemented quickly or not at all. Clearly, this does not exhaust the debate about the
legal and moral convenience of such political measures in new democracies, but it may contribute to clarify the more
political aspects of the issue.
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8 East Germany: Incorporation, Tainted Truth, and
the Double 177

Jan-Werner Müller

Introduction
The East German case of transitional justice is unique in more ways than one: whereas in other Central and Eastern
European countries dictatorships disappeared, in East Germany the country disappeared along with the dictatorship.178
Where in other countries economic transition was precarious and often provoked the return of communist parties to
power, in united Germany institutional stability and social safety were guaranteed by the fact that East Germany was
absorbed into what was then one of Europe's strongest economies and, arguably, most stable democracies. Thus, the
ascendancy of a socialist successor party to national power was effectively impossible. Moreover, where other countries
felt their way towards an appropriate way of dealing with a difficult past, the West Germans had already been through a
more or less successful experience with ‘overcoming the past’ (Vergangenheitsbewältigung). Given these idiosyncratic
characteristics, can the East German case hold any ‘lessons’ for its neighbours?

After spring 1990, when the German Democratic Republic (DDR) revolutionaries negotiated a ‘transition by
transaction’ with the old regime, the evolution towards democracy by ‘incorporation’ into West Germany was never at
risk, and consequently old elites could be tried and purged (Glaessner, 1992: 55). Because of this

177 Thanks to Jonathan Allen, Alexandra Barahona de Brito, Claudia Bull, Claus Offe, and Peter E. Quint.
178 For other ‘transitology’ studies focusing on the exceptional nature of the East German case, see Pickel and Wiesenthal (1997) and Wiesenthal (1996).
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In an article first published shortly before Viktor Orbán won his second term
in office and Jobbik support soared in the April elections, János Széky
outlines the historical roots of Hungarian nationalism and how the cult of
national unity came to be written into the 2011 constitution.

When observing the ugly manifestations of extremism in Hungary or the
maverick policies of its current government, foreign commentators usually
perceive the underlying nationalist sentiments, but tend to interpret them as
just another brand of nationalism in “New Europe”. Hungarian nationalism,
however, stands out in central Europe. It is particularly forceful and, to use a
mild term, nervous. It is always on the alert, wary of possible vicious attacks
and lashing out when no one would expect, as there was no apparent or
unprovoked offence. Ethnocentric national biases quite often override
rational economic or social considerations or even, paradoxically, diplomatic
interests. Moreover, the cult of national unity as opposed to pluralism is one
of the main principles encoded in the new Fundamental Law (the
constitution promulgated in 2011), resulting in a distortion of democratic
political institutions.

It is quite difficult to understand present-day Hungarian public affairs
without being familiar with the particular nature of Hungarian nationalism,
while it is impossible to understand its nature without knowing its centuries-
old historical roots.
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The curse of continuity

One important feature that distinguishes Hungary from all other central
European nations is the continuity of its statehood. Ever since its foundation
in the year 1000, apart from a single decade after 1849, there has always
been a functioning Hungarian state. It is a source of pride for Hungarians
even today, yet it also proved to be a curse, as the rigid social, economic
and political hierarchy remained intact from the Middle Ages until 1848.
Much of it survived even until 1944.

The new democracy established in 1989 was thus confronted with the
following dilemma: on the one hand, the Hungarian nation-state had a
singularly strong and continuous pre-communist political tradition; on the
other, that tradition was essentially undemocratic. Meanwhile, there has
been a series of popular freedom struggles and revolutions in the nation’s
past, but they were all defeated sooner or later, so their political heritage
was the spirit of revolt itself rather than any model for a viable political
system.

Fidesz, which emerged as the dominant right-wing party in the late 1990s,
consciously built up an image of the “great Hungarian past” out of second-
hand fragments of pre-1944 ideology, while there was very little that left-
wingers and liberals could set against the emotionally powerful, history-
based nationalist agitation. Viktor Orbán’s first government (1998-2002) ran
a huge propaganda campaign in 2000 commemorating the millennium of
the Hungarian state. Symbolically, the Holy Crown of the Hungarian kings
was taken from the National Museum to the Dome Hall of the Parliament.
More than symbolically, a new act of legislation stated, “The Holy Crown
lives on as a relic [The Hungarian word ereklye is used exclusively for
religious relics] embodying the continuity and the independence of the
nation in the national consciousness and in the Hungarian traditions of
public law.” At that time, most people in the opposition were amused by the
notion of the Holy Crown as the symbol of a secular republic. By 2011, the
smiles froze: the second Orbán government forced through the Fundamental
Law which reiterated the Holy Crown thesis (this doctrine being a sixteenth
century invention) and dropped the word “Republic” from the official name
of the country. It is now simply “Hungary”.

The preamble to this new constitution is entitled the “National Creed”, and it
was admittedly modelled after the preamble of the 1997 Polish Constitution.

Page 2/8



But while the latter refers to “the best traditions of the First and Second
Republics”, there is no such value-oriented selection regarding the national
past in the Hungarian constitution. According to the National Creed, the
same Hungarian state that was founded in 1000 and lost its “self-
determination” with the arrival of German troops on 19 March 1944 was
resumed on 2 May 1990 when the National Assembly was convened after
the first free elections (formally putting an end to Soviet-backed communist
rule).

Stressing this, one of the current government’s main projects is to
reconstruct the huge city square adjacent to the Parliament “as it was on 18
March 1944”. The Hungarian state on March 18th 1944, however, was an
ally of Hitler with a long record of antisemitic laws, some of which were even
more radical than the Nuremberg laws. This is not to say that the Orbán
government would accept Nazism; it goes to great lengths to prove the
opposite. It is simply that the allegiance to an ideal unitary national
community and the continuity and “self-determination” of the nation-state
are the supreme values for them and for their voters rather than the
components of a pluralistic liberal democracy.

Two kinds of good Hungarians

August 20th, the Catholic feast day of St. Stephen, the first king of Hungary,
is an official state holiday. The central event of that day is a procession
where the “Holy Right” – St. Stephen’s blackened and mummified right hand
– is shown to the public. It is attended by state dignitaries of all persuasions.
While the Holy Crown was created somewhat later, popular belief held that it
was the very same crown that the pope sent to Saint Stephen in the year
1000. The cult of state continuity, hence, has a distinctive Catholic aspect to
it. This is not the case with national or nation-state independence. As I have
mentioned, there is another, rebellious nationalist tradition, which is very
much – but not exclusively – associated with Protestantism. To name just
one crucial event: in April 1849, the National Assembly proclaimed the
dethroning of the House of Habsburg and elected Lajos Kossuth, a Lutheran,
to be governor-president in the Reformed Great Church of Hungary’s
greatest Calvinist centre, the city of Debrecen.

This dichotomy is older than modern nationalism. During that time when the
Ottoman Turks occupied central Hungary (1541-1686), there were two
Hungarian states; Royal Hungary in the west and the north, and the
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Principality of Transylvania in the east, with a buffer zone between the two,
known as the Partium (“the Parts”) and the so-called Seven Counties in the
northeast. By dynastic treaty, the Habsburgs ruled Royal Hungary, while
Transylvania was more of a Polish-style commonwealth with elected princes,
though under Turkish suzerainty. The Reformation was victorious in the
sixteenth century, but unlike in Poland, the success of Counter-Reformation
in the seventeenth century was far from complete. It was most effective in
the regions closer to Vienna, while the Seven Counties and the Partium
remained staunchly Protestant (with Debrecen emerging as “the Calvinist
Rome”) and Transylvania was a haven of religious tolerance with a mostly
Calvinist protestant majority. Although Royal Hungary was multi-ethnic and
under Austrian-German rule, most of the buffer zone was homogeneously
Magyar. In Transylvania, the political community was dominated by Magyars
and Szeklers (an ethnic group of debated origin, given collective nobility,
which many consider to be “more Hungarian than Hungarians”).

The division between the mostly Catholic west, ethnically more open and pro-
Habsburg, versus the Calvinist east, which was stubbornly “true Magyar”
and anti-Habsburg, remained even after the end of the Turkish occupation
when Hungary was reunited. Within time, two permanent nationalistic
traditions developed. Each had its own behavioural patterns, political
language and traditions. Meanwhile, the tension between the lack of national
sovereignty (that is, being ruled from Vienna) and the well-developed
internal autonomy resulted in two more definitive features shared by both
traditions. The first was an obsession with written law as the prime medium
and subject matter of politics. The second feature was the emergence of a
culture of grievances, as the game of home politics was mostly about
detecting, and protesting against, non-Hungarian infringements upon the
ancient rights and privileges of the nobility. Both are very much alive today.

A blueprint for future revolutions

More important, however, are the basic differences in political strategy
between the two divisions. The conservatives held that the partial loss of
sovereignty was an acceptable price for internal autonomy and building
personal and national wealth. Their method of dealing with the authorities
was bargain and compromise. For the rebels, any loss of sovereignty was
intolerable and the lack of full national independence was seen as an
obstacle to achieving national well-being. They detested compromise. While
the ruling elite followed a conservative philosophy most of the time, the
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rebellious option has always been much more popular among the general
population. I wonder if there is a Hungarian town without a Kossuth Street
(the square next to the Parliament is also named after Kossuth, considered
by many as the father of Hungarian democracy), while far fewer streets are
named after Ferenc Deák (“The Sage of the Nation”), who was the architect
of the particularly fruitful 1867 compromise.

From the seventeenth century onwards, there were revolts against the
Habsburgs or, seen from another aspect, against the millennial Hungarian
Kingdom under the Holy Crown. Out of these, the War of Independence
(1703-11) led by Francis II Rákóczi was relatively the most successful.
Rákóczi and the section of the estates that supported him, managed to set
up a parallel state that existed for several years. They set the blueprint for
later struggles and revolutions. Militarily, the endeavour was heroic and
sometimes victorious but ultimately hopeless as it was based on foreign
policy miscalculations. On the other hand, it had a democratic character
compared to the region and the age (serfs were allowed to serve in the army
and were promised emancipation after the end of the fights; the nobility’s
traditional exemption from taxes was abolished).

The 1848-49 revolution and War of Freedom followed the same pattern, as
did the 1918 revolution that was terminated by a Bolshevik coup in 1919.
Except that during the democratic phase of the 1918-19 revolution there
were no military victories at all, as the new government first refused and
then was unable to set up a national army. So it was the communist
regime’s turn to play the part of glorious losers. Foreign policy
miscalculations were there all the while. Even the 1956 revolution had
essentially the same positive and negative sides, and it deliberately used
1848 language and imagery. The term for the military aspect of the Rákóczi
experiment, 1848 and 1956 is the same: szabadságharc, literally “freedom
fight”. The Orbán government uses the very same term when it comes to its
campaign against the IMF or foreign-owned public utility companies, tapping
the reserves of centuries-old resentment for which non-Hungarians are the
enemy and compromise is a dirty word.

Orbán and his court ideologists have never been at a loss when they had to
ignore contradictions. They belong to the nationalist ruling elites that rely on
popular votes. So the elitist non-republican tradition of the Holy Crown can
live side-by-side with the quixotic populist tradition of the freedom fighters.
The former is utilised when the main point of interest is neutralising
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democratic institutions and the rule of law; the latter is the main vindication
for arbitrary decisions in foreign affairs and economic policy.

The Trianon trauma

Short-lived revolutionary episodes were followed by long periods of conflict-
ridden but essentially peaceful evolution; the most successful of these was
the age of the dualistic Austro-Hungarian Monarchy (1867-1918). It was
called “the happy peaceful times” in the calamitous decades that followed.
After the Compromise of 1867, Hungary found itself to be one half of a
middle-ranking European power. It had its own cabinet and bicameral
parliament (only foreign, monetary and military affairs were shared,
although Hungary had a small home defence force of its own). It was finally
reunited with Transylvania. It experienced sustained economic growth that
brought it closer to western Europe. Its government was not democratic in
the modern sense, as only six per cent of the people had the right to vote,
but it was parliamentary and liberal. The large Jewish population,
emancipated in 1867, was rapidly assimilated and ran much of industry,
finances, commerce, the press and even agriculture. By the end of that
period, there were Jewish cabinet ministers. It was a liberal and capitalist
success story.

After 1918, all this was shattered. While for all the other central European
states gaining or regaining national independence was a source of joy and
self-confidence, in Hungary it coincided with the nation’s greatest historical
disaster. With the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, Hungary lost 68 per cent of its
population and 72 per cent of its “millennial” area, including the whole
territory of present-day Slovakia, Transylvania, the Partium and Fiume (now
Rijeka Croatia), its only seaport. The historical kingdom was a multi-ethnic
state with a slight Hungarian-speaking majority; therefore, much of that loss
was inevitable (although most of the political elites had not been aware of
the danger). What made the shock unbearable was that roughly 30 per cent
of ethnic Hungarians became citizens or subjects of other (hostile) states.

The ruling elites blamed the liberal “excesses”, modernising trends and
Jewish over-representation for bringing about the disaster. Liberalism and
urban capitalism were equated with Jews, while ethnic purity, Hungarian
traditionalism and a kind of authoritarian national collectivism became
uncontested values. Most of the elite saw the redistribution of Jewish wealth
and a curtailment of Jewish rights as the remedy for social and economic ills.
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It was this popular ideology, rather than Nazi influence or pressure, which
resulted in the deportation and death of the majority of Hungarian Jews
within a few weeks in 1944. Also, as the western democracies had shown no
intention of redeeming the injustice of Trianon to any degree, it was
irredentism that drove the Hungarian political elites to Hitler’s arms
(between 1938 and 1941 most Hungarian-inhabited regions were awarded
back to Hungary).

Today, 94 years after the fact, the main dividing line between the left and
right is still whether one “grieves Trianon” or not. This is what foreign
observers seldom take into account. The Orbán government respects the
post-1945 anti-racist taboos scrupulously, but apart from that, the old
responses to the Trianon shock such as anti-liberalism, a suspicion of
markets, statism and authoritarian national collectivism are still the
attributes of the “national” side just like they were in the interwar period. It
is worth keeping in mind that there is not a single liberal conservative or
centre-right party in the Hungarian parliament today.

Healing the wounds of Trianon

How can the Trianon trauma be so persistent almost a century after the
fact? The answer is simple: because of the communist dictatorship. First,
there was hope for 25 years that the dismemberment of the country was
redeemable (at least partly). After the Second World War, however, Stalin
insisted on restoring the Trianon borders. When the Treaty of Paris
confirmed this in 1947, Hungary was on the verge of the communist
takeover. So by the time the public could have confronted the fact that the
division of the Hungarian cultural nation was irreversible, there was no free
public sphere where “grieving” could be done and no free international
scene where the Hungarian state could or would have spoken out for the
rights of Hungarian minorities. The official line was that the treaty was
unjust, but it was a response to the oppressive ethnic policies of the
Hungarian ruling class, while among “brotherly people’s democracies” the
treatment of national minorities cannot be a problem.

Meanwhile, the népi (völkisch, narodnik) intellectuals, successors of the
interwar agrarian socialist movement among writers, ethnographers and
sociologists, who were the only non-communist intellectual-political cluster
that was now officially tolerated, made the situation of Hungarian minorities
beyond the border their central political issue. It was quietly supported by
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the party-state leadership, which was at loggerheads with Nicolae
Ceausescu’s regime in Romania. When the process of democratisation
began during the late 1980s, the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF), the
first legalised non-communist political group, grew out of the népi
movement. After the transformation, MDF occupied the niche of the largest
centre-right party for some time. When the taboo on Trianon discourse was
at last lifted, it was only natural that the intellectuals around MDF (who later
opted for Fidesz) made it their cause.

In this respect, the referendum in 2004 about extending Hungarian
citizenship to possibly all ethnic Hungarians living outside Hungary’s borders
was a turning point. The initiative came from a dubious ultra-nationalist
group, and Fidesz embraced it mainly for tactical reasons. The background
slogan was “we can finally heal the wounds of Trianon”. The referendum
failed because the socialist-liberal government of the time ran a populist
counter-campaign, pretending to protect welfare achievements from poor
Romanian Hungarians and people were still wary of Fidesz as they suspected
that dual citizenship is just a costly ploy to gather pro-Fidesz voters abroad.
This suspicion was justified later.

Afterwards, however, Fidesz made the left-wing and liberal parties and
intellectuals the targets of permanent attacks for being “traitors of the
national cause”. At the very first session of the new Parliament in 2010,
Fidesz enacted dual citizenship, referring to the real will of the people, while
the socialists, who internalised their own defamation, also voted for it with
three exceptions. Ninety years after the fact, the anniversary of the Treaty
of Trianon on 4 June was declared, paradoxically, the Day of National Unity.
This, however, is quite characteristic of present-day mainstream Hungarian
nationalism. The nation is united by the grievance of separation and one
cannot be a part of that unity if one does not believe in it.
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“We, the Polish Nation”: Redefining
the Nation in Post-Communist Poland

After several tremors, two great political camps were constituted: the

anti-Communist Right (AWS) and the post-Communist Left (SLD). It

was the year 1997. The rivals wheeled out two cannons against each

other: The Lord God and History. In economic programs they differed

insignificantly; the battle for the souls of Poles was to be fought in the

sphere of values and memory. It was a question of identity, and not opin-

ions about taxes, education, the reform of the health system, and social

security. . . . The first chased the “Bolsheviks,” the second the “occupants

in cassocks.”

—Artur Domosławski in Gazeta Wyborcza, February 5, 2001

Introduction

Before turning to the site of Auschwitz and Oświe�cim, where the War of the
Crosses was fought, we must consider the broader sociopolitical landscape in
which the event took place. It is in the specific context of post-Communism
that the War of the Crosses takes on its full meaning.

In light of the previous excursus into Polish history and, more important,
the understanding and framing of that history by Poles, the fall of Commu-
nism in Poland has not only meant the transition from a totalitarian to
a democratic system of government, and from a state-controlled to a free-
market economy. Poles have also understood it in terms of the recovery of a
sovereign state and of national independence. As such, the post-Communist
period is seen as a critical historical juncture, that of the (re)constitution of
a national state, a state of and for Poles. This nationalist project requires
the specification of what Polishness “is” and should be. If under Commu-
nism the Roman Catholic Church held a quasi monopoly on the production
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and reproduction of national identity and could articulate an integrative, op-
erative, and mobilizing discourse of the nation—because of the party-state’s
perceived illegitimacy—the fall of Communism and the building of a legiti-
mate Polish state have reopened the discursive field on the “nation.” What
is the Polish nation? Is it defined by Catholicism, as its traditional motto
Polonia semper fidelis calls for, and therefore should the state be confes-
sional; or should Polishness be understood in secular terms, with a state
transcending religious membership through official religious neutrality?

The post-Communist period has thus been shaped by a societywide de-
bate in which some preach the maintenance of a Catholic Poland, united
under the cross, while others demand the confessional neutrality of the state
and advocate a more inclusive definition of national identity, based not on
religious affiliation but on political-legal principles. Debates concerning the
place of religion and religious symbols, and the role of the Catholic Church
in the new polity have punctuated and structured public life in the first
decade following the fall of Communism: What should the church’s status
be in the Third Republic, and should Christian values be legally enforced?
Should religious instruction in public schools be mandatory? Should there
be an invocatio Dei in the new constitution? Should there be crosses in the
classroom, in state buildings, and, more controversially, at Auschwitz?

De-Churching Civil Society, Secularizing National Identity

The issues outlined above are being considered and debated within a new
context: that of an order characterized by a plurality of institutions, polit-
ical groups and associations, within the framework of a legitimate, demo-
cratic, and national state. With the advent of a legitimate state, the Catholic
Church has lost the ability to credibly portray itself as the nation’s keeper.
As a result, almost three-quarters of Polish society in the 1990s thought
that the political influence of the church was too great; and this regardless
of which parties’ bottoms warmed the seats of Parliament (Gowin 2000, 35).
The approval of the church’s activities, moreover, dropped from 90 percent
in 1989 to an all-time low of 38 percent in 1993 (Centrum Badania Opinii
Społecznej [CBOS] 1999, 2004a). This approval rating stabilized at the upper
fifties toward the end of the decade, and has gained a few percentage points
since the beginning of the new century (CBOS 2004a).1

1. These findings are consistent with those of the Statistical Institute of the Catholic Church
(Instytut Statystyki Kościoła Katolickiego SAC). In surveys conducted at the end of 1997, as many
as three-quarters of Poles disapproved of the church’s giving its opinion on government affairs,
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This seismic shift in attitudes cannot be explained by the secularization
thesis, since the process is not accompanied by an increase of religious indif-
ference: in 2000, 96 percent of Poles declared themselves to be “believers,”
and 58 percent said they participated in religious services at least once a
week (CBOS 2001).2 Nor can the decrease in church credibility be explained
by a generalized crisis of authority in social institutions during the tran-
sition from Communism, since other institutions, like the police and the
army, maintained theirs (Gowin 1995, 8). The drop in approval could, rather,
be explained by the fact that many Poles have changed their expectations
of the church since the fall of Communism. The opinion polls cited above
suggest that the religious and the political spheres are now dissociated in
the minds of the respondents, and that religion and the church no longer oc-
cupy the same place in the political field. In the new political constellation,
Poles have found compelling themes other than religion for the construc-
tion of their social identities. Polish national identity can now express itself
through channels other than those of the church, and there exists a plural-
ity of institutions through which Poles make their voices heard. The new
institutional pluralism has important implications, foremost among them
being the end of the Roman Catholic Church’s quasi monopoly on national
identity.

As I have suggested elsewhere (Zubrzycki 1997a, 1997b), the advent
of a legitimate, democratic state ruptured a pattern of relations between
church and civil society, and introduced a new dynamic characterized by
growing criticism of the church and by the church’s consequent attempt
to increase its institutional power by intervening in the political sphere in

and 60 percent considered it inappropriate for the church to voice its opinion about mass media
content and style. Moreover, about 60 percent of those polled thought that in the first eight years
following the fall of Communism, the church was too involved in public life (Zdaniewicz and
Zembrzuski 2000, 435).

2. N = 13,166. According to the same dataset, an additional 15 percent attend Mass once
or twice a month. Therefore, 73 percent of Poles go to church at the very least once or twice a
month. The best and most extensive work on religious change since the fall of Communism and
on church-state relations from a sociological perspective has been produced by Irena Borowik, a
sociologist of religion. Her monographs on the institutionalization and privatization of religion
in postwar Poland (1997) and on religious transformations in Central and Eastern Europe since
the fall of Communism (2000) are especially valuable. See also her work, with Tadeusz Doktór,
on religious and moral pluralism in Poland (2001). On the faith and religious practices of the
intelligentsia, see Libiszowska-Żółtkowska (2000); on the religious faith of youth, see Szawiel
(2003); on vocations, see Pawlina (2003). For statistical data and its analysis published by the
Statistical Institute of the Catholic Church, see Zdaniewicz and Zembrzuski (2000); for a testing
of the rational-choice paradigm in the sociology of religion using the cases of the post-Communist
period in Poland and (East) Germany, see the article by Froese and Pfaff (2001).
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order to compensate for the loss of its social influence. This model was the
predominant one from roughly 1989 to 1993, after which the church became
subtler in its interference. However, its political interventions in the first
years following the fall of Communism were extensive. They consisted of
publicly endorsing certain political candidates and parties, posting lists of
the “right” candidates for whom “good Catholics” should vote, and voicing
its opinion on and organizing a strong political lobby for issues close to its
heart: the shape of the state, the return of mandatory religious instruction in
public schools, the respect of Christian values in the media, the concordat
with the Vatican, and the criminalization of abortion, to mention only the
most important topics debated in the public sphere.3

If the church’s involvement in political life was perceived as necessary
under Communism, it is clearly seen as unacceptable in a fully sovereign
and democratic Poland. Long before the fall of Communism, Jan T. Gross
and Leszek Kołakowski captured the challenge the church would face in
a democratic Poland: “When denied freedom to preach its doctrine, the
Church becomes a champion of democratization by demanding that free-
dom be restored. But in a free Poland, where it would have the monopoly of
religious worship, would the Church continue to be a pillar of democracy?”
(1980, 321). Although the Polish Catholic Church fought for the establish-
ment of democracy, it must now redefine its position within a democratic
environment, a circumstance which implies the abandonment of the insti-
tution’s centrality (Michel 1992b, 188). The church’s claim to owning the
“ultimate truth,” a powerful antidote to the pervasive lies in real Socialism,
is now incompatible with the pluralism characterizing the democratic mar-
ketplace of ideas. The post-1989 situation has posed severe challenges for
the institution.

I argue that the declining social power of the church and the rise of in-
tegrist tendencies in its midst are therefore closely related, and linked to
a twofold process: the decline of the social influence of the church can be
explained on the one hand by the introduction of a legitimate state and a plu-
rality of institutions, and on the other hand by the church’s own reactions,

3. See CBOS (1999) for statistical data on social approval of the church as it corresponds to
specific debates in the public sphere, and Gowin (2000) for an essayistic analysis of the evolution
of the church in the 1990s. One public statement by Bishop Michalik during the 1991 electoral
campaign epitomized and came to symbolize the church’s problematic involvement in politics:
“It would be bad if a Catholic nation found itself again in a situation where it has to be ruled by a
non-Christian parliament. . . . I often say, and I will say again: a Catholic has the duty to vote for
a Catholic . . . a Muslim for a Muslim, a Jew for a Jew, a Mason for a Mason, and a Communist for
a Communist” (Wie�ź, no. 1, 1992).
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characterized by an interference in public and political life that Poles now
clearly reject.

It is in this context that in the 1990s, Roman Catholic political groups
who strongly advocated an ethno-religious definition of the nation were pro-
moting the creation of a confessional state. Politician Wiesław Chrzanowski
of the right-wing Catholic Zjednoczenie Chrześcijańsko-Narodowe (ZchN—
Christian National Union) declared that “the nation is constituted of the
people among whom certain values are formed, a certain culture which is
the heritage of the past,” adding that this was why he did “not believe in
the denominational neutrality of the state” (Tygodnik Powszechny, no. 17,
1992). The pressure from the church and the Right for the institutional-
ization of the Polak-katolik vision, especially strong in the first few years
following the fall of Communism, called for the urgent broadening of na-
tional identity, according to Adam Michnik:4

The most important debate now concerns the question asked by [Ernest]

Renan in the title of his famous work Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? If we

define the nation simply as belonging to a group, one will always be able

to find some criteria, such as race, blood or any other arbitrary criteria

only chauvinists allow themselves to define. How to know if someone

is Polish, Ukrainian, Jewish, or German? In this context, the problem of

national [and] religious minorities constitutes a vital test for the nascent

democracies in post-Communist Europe. (1991, 46)

There has thus been an attempt by liberal intellectuals to renegotiate the
church-state and church-society relationships and to somehow reorient
Polish national identity along civic terms. I am referring to the public intel-
lectuals associated with publications such as Polityka and Adam Michnik’s
Gazeta Wyborcza, and to some extent the editors and contributors of the lib-
eral Catholic weekly Tygodnik Powszechny and Znak, its publishing house.
This attempt at fostering a civic nationalism is characterized by the presen-
tation and promotion, in speeches, essays, and editorials, of the principles of
the civic nation and the condemnation of a narrower, ethno-religious vision.
However, not only does that vision of the nation run counter to the general
understanding of it in Poland, but its discourse about “citizens,” “social
justice,” and “civic rights and duties” is sometimes heard as an echo of

4. A historian by training, Michnik (b. 1946) is one of the most influential intellectuals and
activists of postwar Poland. He cofounded KOR in 1976, was adviser to Solidarity in 1980–81, and
since 1989 is the chief editor of Poland’s most important daily, Gazeta Wyborcza.
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Communist rhetoric and langue de bois, a semantic problem akin to that
faced by workers under Communism, as we saw in the previous chapter.
Public intellectuals have therefore tried to sell this vision to the population
by reconstructing a distinctively Polish narrative that emphasizes the civic
heritage of the Polish nation by, for example, referring to sixteenth-century
religious tolerance; the First Republic’s multiethnic and multiconfessional
state; the Democracy of Nobles’ elective monarchy; the Constitution of
May Third; the Polish legions fighting “for your freedom and ours”; inter-
war liberal traditions; and to a certain extent KOR’s and Solidarity’s peaceful
resistance and civic activism.5

A few things are worth noting here: first, the liberal intellectuals’ at-
tempt at “indigenizing” a seemingly foreign vision of the nation by appeal-
ing to various (glorious) historical precedents; and second, their deliberate
effort to bypass the political system most clearly associated with the civic
discourse in contemporary social consciousness, namely Communism. The
civic vision must be made legitimate and desirable by showing it to be firmly
rooted in Polish history. This strategy aims at replacing an abstract notion of
civic nationhood that is often understood and rejected by national-Catholic
milieus as an antinational (Communist, internationalist, cosmopolitan) and
therefore anti-Polish and anti-Catholic (atheist, Jewish, Masonic) ideology,
with its more concrete, historicized, and “genuinely Polish” version.

Additionally, the civic discourse often stresses that Poland could only
“make it to Europe” as a modern, civic nation.6 “Europe” signifies, in Poland

5. The relationship of liberal intellectuals to Solidarity is complex: on the one hand, many
were members and central actors in the movement and its oppositional politics. As such, they feel
entitled to the legacy of Solidarity. On the other hand, they do not identify with the turn to the
right that Solidarity took after the fall of Communism, and have been pushed to the margins of
the union’s legacy by its Right-leaning members. This tension is perhaps best symbolized in the
numerous public conflicts and eventual rift between Tadeusz Mazowiecki (see note 21) and Lech
Wałe�sa, and their running against each other in the first post-Communist presidential elections
in 1990. Gazeta Wyborcza endorsed Mazowiecki with an outspoken editorial by Michnik, who
explained why he could not vote for Wałe�sa, seeing in him the dangers of populism. Wałe�sa
retorted that he was not interested in what the “professors” had to say about him, Solidarity,
or Poland: he said he was Solidarity, after all, and belittled the role and contribution of the
intelligentsia in the social movement. On the post-1989 divisions within Solidarity, see chapter
1 of David Ost’s book The Defeat of Solidarity: Anger and Politics in Postcommunist Europe
(2005); on the Wałe�sa-Mazowiecki breakup and the events leading up to it, see chapter 2 (“Market
Populism and the Turn to the Right”) in the same book.

6. On the meaning of “Europe” in post-Communist Poland, see Kaldor (1996); Paszkiewicz
(1996); and Zubrzycki (1998). On the meaning and usage of “Europe” in Polish right-wing circles
more specifically, see Kowalski and Tulli (2003, 495–497). For Hungary and Romania respectively,
see the analyses of Gal (1991) and Verdery (1996) (chap. 5, “Civil Society or Nation? ‘Europe’ in the
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and elsewhere in the region, civilization and progress. As stated in the
program of the Democratic Union, “Belonging to Europe is to belong to a
world of democracy, peace and economic progress” (1993, 3).7 Although there
was and is a certain amount of skepticism over Europe and Poland’s so-called
return to it in certain milieus of the Catholic Right (Skotnicka-Illasiewicz
and Wesołowski 1995; Zubrzycki 1998; CBOS 2004b), and consequently
the emergence of a new Polish messianism which aims at bringing back to
Europe the human values it has lost to “secularism, liberalism, and capi-
talism,”8 there is widespread popular belief that Poland rightfully belongs
in the European Union: almost two-thirds of Poles surveyed on the eve of
Poland’s joining the EU supported European integration (CBOS 2004b).

It is important to note, however, that discourses of the nation are not
only addressed to national audiences: they also communicate and forward
claims intended for international ones. In a historical context of interna-
tional institutional reorganization marked by aspirations for NATO and EU
memberships, and in a period in which ethnic nationalism has been widely
and loudly denounced in response to bloody ethno-nationalist conflicts that
have afflicted many countries of the region, the representation of one’s na-
tion and nationalism as the “good,” “Western,” and “civic” kind has been
crucial, and notable in the constitutional symbolism of many post-Commu-
nist states.9

Symbolism of Romania’s Postsocialist Politics,” reprinted in Suny and Kennedy [1999, 301–40]).
For Latvia, see Eglitis (2002, 119–26).

7. The Democratic Union (1990–94) became the Freedom Union (Unia Wolności) in 1994,
and was reconfigured in May 2005 as the Democratic Party (Partia Demokratyczna). For a history
of the party, its origins in the Solidarity movement, and its subsequent transformations, consult
http://demokraci.pl/. For a useful guide through Polish political parties and coalitions (and their
frequent reconfigurations and metamorphoses) in the 1990s, see Paszkiewicz (2000).

8. As articulated by the pope in Veritatis Splendor (1993, 326–27) and in Tygodnik Pow-
szechny (on February 22, 1998). Cardinal Glemp also argued that Poland should enter the European
community, but bring to it what defines Poles: their faith (in Gazeta Polska, March 15, 1998). On
the Polish Catholic Church’s position(s) on European integration and various laypeople’s visions of
Europe, see Grosfeld (1996); Leszczyńska (2002); Muszyński (2002, 2003); Fedyszak-Radziejowska
(2003); and Ste�pniak (2004).

9. The International Institute for Democracy, for example, states that “the rights of national
minorities have . . . been enshrined in the constitutions, albeit in response to urgent requests from
European organisations and notably from the Council of Europe” (1996, 6; my emphasis)—a
testament to the influence of supranational organizations in the design of the constitutions of
Central and Eastern European states and the symbolism included in preambles. See The Inter-
national Institute for Democracy (1996) for preambles and full constitutional texts; for a com-
parison with the constitutions of the states of the European Union, see Grewe and Oberdoff
(1999).
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The civic discourse—or “counterdiscourse,” since it is trying to establish
itself against the commonsensical ethnic understanding of the nation—is
met with especially harsh resistance by the Roman Catholic Church.10 The
church supports the preservation of an organic nation in which Roman
Catholicism would still be the principal feature of Polishness, and the
family, tradition, and history would constitute the nation’s hallmark. Józef
Cardinal Glemp, the Primate of Poland, repeated many times that the “na-
tion” (that is, a community of culture) prevails over “society” (that is, a
political community of citizens). Pope John Paul II also saw the family and
the nation as the most significant elements of human identity (Lecomte
1992, 115–24). These conceptions are in accord with the theology of the
nation developed by the late Cardinal Wyszyński, as discussed earlier.

The civic vision of Polishness is also resisted by those who define them-
selves in ethno-Catholic terms, as will become evident in my analysis of
constitutional debates below. In the political field, this position is most
clearly associated with the coalition Akcja Wyborcza “Solidarność” (AWS—
Electoral Action “Solidarity”) and the members of Liga Polskich Rodzin
(LPR—League of Polish Families). LPR explicitly defines itself in its program
as a “political formation reverting to the thought of the interwar national-
democratic camp and its most outstanding representative, the Polish states-
man Roman Dmowski.”11

A vocal segment in the public sphere also defends a vision of Poland
intrinsically linked with its Catholicism. The daily and weekly publica-
tions Nasz Dziennik, Gazeta Polska, and Nasza Polska,12 as well as the
controversial Catholic radio station Radio Maryja, also advocate a vision

10. I do not mean here the community of Roman Catholics, but more narrowly the institu-
tional church, the episcopate, and the clergy. There are of course different tendencies within the
church itself, and within the active Catholic community at large. The most obvious orientations
are those of a “closed” Catholicism and church, and of a more “open” church that is conscious
of the need for a greater flexibility and adaptability and, most important, of the urgent need to
return to the essence of its role, religion. One of the church’s most daring characters, priest and
philosopher Józef Tischner (1931–2000), warned against the integrist tendencies of the institution
and had publicly promoted a rapprochement with intellectual elites of the Center-Left, most no-
tably through his association and collaborative work with Adam Michnik (Michnik, Tischner,
and Żakowski 1995). The goal of “open” Catholics is to reform the institution along the spirit
of Vatican II, help it to adjust to the new situation, and understand the criticisms it increasingly
faces. Advocates of an open church are members of the editorial board of the liberal Catholic Ty-
godnik Powszechny, and lay journalists from Michnik’s Gazeta Wyborcza. For a more complete
description of the various orientations within the institutional church, and an analysis of these
internal divisions since 1989, consult Gowin (1995, 2000) and Zubrzycki (2005).

11. For the full program and statute of LPR, visit their Website, http://www.lpr.pl.
12. Although very vocal, right-wing news media are nowhere as popular as ones from the

Center-Left. For a discussion of newspapers and their circulation, see appendix A.
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of the nation and of the state reminiscent of Dmowski’s.13 Jan Maria Jack-
owski, a conservative public interlocutor frequently heard on Radio Maryja
and a contributor to Nasz Dziennik, perhaps best articulated the vision
of this “new Endecja” in a series of best-selling books titled Battle for
Poland and Battle for the Truth, in which he describes liberalism as the
source of totalitarianism and calls for the Polish nation to remain close to
the church and to Roman Catholicism, with the (Catholic) family as the
source of national vitality. Echoing Dmowski, Jackowski argues that a con-
fessional state is necessary for the health and survival of the nation (1993,
1997).

Debates about the nature of the nation and political fights about the
shape of the state have therefore punctuated the decade following the fall
of Communism in Poland. Other recurrent (and related) themes in public
life include those concerning the place of the Catholic Church in the Third
Republic, the importance of Catholicism in defining Polishness, and issues
of collective memory and rapport to the immediate (Communist) past. To
reiterate the argument of this chapter so far: the fall of Communism has
reopened the discursive field on the nation and national identity. While the
ethnic vision of nationhood is still the predominant one in Poland, it is being
seriously challenged by a legitimate civic counterdiscourse that is making
its way into the Polish national consciousness.14 In a dynamic analogous
to the one described above regarding the Catholic Church, one can see in
the virulent ethno-Catholic discourse of the Right an attempt to gain moral
capital that it hopes to transform into political credibility in a decade that
has been largely dominated by the post-Communist Left.15 It is in the face

13. Most of the airwave minutes on Radio Maryja are filled with religious content: Masses,
rosaries, individual prayers, call-in shows where listeners can ask priests questions, etc. The
overtly political segment is “Unfinished Conversations” (Rozmowy niedokończone), an evening
program in which a special guest discusses a specific topic with a priest-moderator, taking calls
from listeners.

14. The research of Joanna Kurczewska supports my claim that the ethnic understanding is
the commonsensical one in Poland. Kurczewska interviewed fifty-two political leaders about their
vision(s) of the nation and national identity and found that the Polak-katolik model is largely taken
for granted regardless of politicians’ political orientation. Although there was wide disagreement
in the normative evaluations of the model, the Polak-katolik stereotype was perceived as an
accurate representation not only of “the past,” but of present-day Poland as well (2002, 287).
Kurczewska is the principal investigator of nationalism and national culture in post-Communist
Poland; see her other works (1997, 2000).

15. The post-Communist Left in Poland (as in many other countries of the region) has had a
surprisingly strong comeback in the 1990s. The parties of the Left won the parliamentary elections
in 1993 and 2001, forming governments in 1993–97 and 2001–5. The office of the presidency has
been held by Aleksander Kwaśniewski, former leader and current member of SLD, from 1995 to
2005.
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of attempts at redefining the nation along new lines that the ethno-Catholic
vision is affirming itself with such vitality.

Let’s now consider the debate over the 1997 Constitution’s preamble,
a prime case in which these competing visions of the nation were set in
confrontation.

One Nation under God?

Having regard for the existence and future of our Homeland, which recov-

ered, in 1989, the possibility of a sovereign and democratic determination

of its fate, we, the Polish Nation—all citizens of the Republic, both those

who believe in God as the source of truth, justice, good and beauty, as

well as those not sharing such faith but respecting those universal val-

ues as arising from other sources . . . beholden to our ancestors for their

labours, their struggle for independence achieved at great sacrifice, for

our culture rooted in the Christian heritage of the Nation and in uni-

versal human values . . . recognizing our responsibility before God or our

own consciences, hereby establish this Constitution of the Republic of

Poland as the basic law for the State.16

It took nearly a decade for Poles to draft and enact a new constitution. In
1996 and 1997, the preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Poland
became the arena in which opposed visions of the nation and of the state
were made especially apparent, and became the source of an even greater
radicalization and polarization. The drafting of the preamble crystallized and
intensified questions and debates that have been central in post-Communist
Poland: questions of identity and collective memory, the meaning of recent
history within broader modern Polish history, and the “historical” place of
the Roman Catholic Church and its new role in post-Communist Poland.17

A significant portion of the debates focused on the drafting of the con-
stitution’s solemn preamble. It may seem, at first glance, a little odd that
this would be so in a country facing the pressing practical needs of legally
redefining the relationship between its legislative and executive powers, re-
organizing the economy, and undertaking its reprivatization. But the pream-
ble acts as the symbolic site par excellence where the nation is explicitly

16. Extracts of the preamble of the Third Republic of Poland’s Constitution (in its official
English translation). The full text of the preamble is presented in appendix B.

17. For a fuller discussion of constitutional debates as they were shaped by political and
institutional arrangements, see my article (Zubrzycki 2001).
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defined, providing the basis for the constitution of a new, post-1989 Polish
state. The document itself, as symbolic product, and the process by which
it came into being as an “event,” offered a clear window into the main axes
that have structured the post-Communist political field in Poland. Regard-
less of its legal value or lack thereof,18 the preamble itself and the debates
generated by its drafting are indicative of its central symbolic role in the
reconstruction of “Poland.” That its status is primarily symbolic does not
diminish its importance; to the contrary, from the cultural perspective the
preamble’s perceived importance (despite any direct legal utility) and the
complex layers of meaning behind its construction as a symbol make its
interpretation all the more crucial. Because it is an attempt to reify and sta-
bilize the nation’s identity in the past and to fixate it by extending it into the
future in the most official way, the constitution’s preamble and the debates
over what it should and should not include motivate powerful sentiments
of affiliation and division. By their very nature, therefore, the document and
its crafting were contentious.19

“Citizens” or “Nation”? Debates on the Nature of the Community

One of the most heated issues in the constitutional debates of 1996 and 1997
concerned the naming of the constituent entity: the Center-Left insisted that
it be defined in the most inclusive terms, and therefore proposed “We, Polish
citizens,” whereas the Roman Catholic Church and the Right would settle
on nothing less than “We, the Polish Nation.”20 The former defined Poles
as citizens, bypassing the idiom of nationhood altogether. The preamble’s

18. It is unclear here if the content of the preamble would indeed have legal force—it is
generally not the case, since preambles are not part of constitutions per se. Rather, the preamble
is an axiological document of a symbolic nature and celebratory tone, placed before the actual
articles of law. Some legal scholars (e.g., Brzezinski [1998]), however, argue that preambles can
serve an interpretive function: reference to the preamble can be made to clarify an ambiguous
article of law by identifying the values on which the constitution is based.

19. For a detailed analysis of visions of nationhood in Polish constitutional debates and
how various positions were related to institutional arrangements, see Zubrzycki (2001). For other
works specifically devoted to the analysis of preambles as political, legal, and symbolic texts, see
Koubi (1996) on France, and Markadan (1984) on India. On constitutionalism and constitution-
making in Poland and in Eastern and Central Europe, see Brzezinski (1998); Graczyk (1997);
Grewe and Oberdoff (1999); Grudzińska-Gross (1994, 1997); International Institute for Democ-
racy (1996); L� e�towska (1995, 1997); Ludwikowski (1996); Mathernova (1993); Osiatyński (1995,
1997); Preuss (1995, 1998); Rapaczyński (1993); Schwartz (2000); Sokołewicz (1995); and Śpiewak
(1997).

20. Note how the Right frequently capitalizes the word nation to indicate (and emphasize)
its sacredness.
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first version, prepared by Tadeusz Mazowiecki,21 opened with the words
“We, Polish Citizens” and was at once rejected by the Catholic Church and
Solidarity, which demanded that the word citizens be replaced by that of
Nation: “Recognizing the Polish Nation as the creator of the Constitution,”
according to Solidarity leader Marian Krzaklewski, “underlines the state’s
sovereignty” (Non Possumus, text addressed to the Sejm on February 28,
1997, printed in Gazeta Wyborcza on March 3, 1997). In a poll conducted
earlier that month, 70 percent of Poles agreed that the constitution should
open with the words “We, the Polish Nation,” against the 20 percent who
thought it should start with “We, Polish citizens” (Ośrodek Badania Opinii
Publicznej [OBOP] 1997, 23).22

For supporters of the civic vision of the nation, however, the concept
of “citizen” is better than that of “nation,” because “it includes everyone
regardless of ethnicity” (Gazeta Wyborcza, February 26, 1997). The Con-
stitutional Commission consented to include the concept of “nation,” but
refused to exclude that of “citizens.” Wiktor Osiatyński23 clarified the com-
mission’s intention: “If the concept of nation is to be included, it can only
be in its civic version, not the ethnic” (Gazeta Wyborcza, March 3, 1997).
The final version of the preamble thus juxtaposed “citizens” with “Polish
Nation,” thereby giving a civic meaning to the concept of nation—a resolu-
tion positively welcomed by Michnik’s Gazeta Wyborcza, which reported
the final formulation with the front-page headline “A Nation of Citizens”
(February 27, 1997).

The church initially characterized the addition of the term Nation as
“satisfying,” but described the preamble as “sterile in its conception of the
national character” (B. P. Pieronek in Katolicka Agencja Informacyjna, Bi-
uletyn, no. 8, February 28, 1997). The Far Right treated the project with less
diplomacy. The formula “We, the Polish Nation, all citizens of the Repub-
lic” was perceived by conservative milieus of the Right as reducing a quasi-
sacred community of descent and culture, the Nation, to a “meaningless”

21. Tadeusz Mazowiecki (1927–) is the principal author of the preamble, an intellectual and
politician, and a deputy at the Sejm. In 1957 he cofounded the Warsaw KIK (Klub Inteligencji
Katolickiej—Catholic Intelligentsia’s Club); in 1958 he launched the Roman Catholic monthly
Wie�ź. Adviser to Lech Wałe�sa during the August 1980 strikes, Mazowiecki was one of the coau-
thors of the Round Table Agreements (1989). In 1989–90, he was Poland’s prime minister. He
cofounded one of the most important parties of post-Communist Poland, Unia Demokratyczna
(Democratic Union), which later became Unia Wolności (Freedom Union), and now is known as
Partia Demokratyczna (Democratic Party).

22. N = 1,116 of Poland’s inhabitants over 16 years of age.
23. Fervent supporter of the constitution, Osiatyński was an adviser to the Constitutional

Commission from 1990 to 1996.
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political association that dangerously opens the door to non-Poles. Accord-
ing to the opinion expressed in nationalist newspapers of the Far Right,24

such as Gazeta Polska and Nasza Polska, the civic project is thus unfair to
“real” Poles and ultimately threatens the nation’s very existence:

The NATION is obviously a community of blood, history, language,

religion, traditions, territory. . . . It is impossible to become a member

of a nation by being granted, by administrative decision, the citizenship

of a certain state. . . . The principle that “the Nation, it is all the citizens of

the Republic” will cause every citizen from the administrative point of

view to have the right to decide about Polish national affairs. A foreigner

who settled in Poland and received Polish citizenship not long ago will

have identical rights in the affairs of our Nation as the descendants of

Tadeusz Kościuszko. . . . How could none of the deputies present at the

enactment of the preamble not cry TREASON? (Wojciech Cejrowski in

Gazeta Polska, no. 16, 1997)

The preamble’s civic definition of the nation is thus seen not only as anti-
thetical to the Polish nation; it threatens the nation’s very existence:

This project hurts Polishness . . . [Citizens] are all those who possess the

passport of a given state. . . . But it is the Polish nation, as the democratic

majority in its country, that decides about the shape of the state—not all

the citizens. All Polish citizens, regardless of nationality, religion, or skin

color, of course have equal rights and benefit from Poland’s traditional

tolerance. But they cannot significantly influence the shape of Poland

just like the sons of the nation who created this state. It is worth here

repeating the words of Primate Stefan Cardinal Wyszyński from 21 years

ago: “The state is not a lasting phenomenon. . . . What is a lasting phe-

nomenon is the family and the Nation. That is why the church always

builds on the family and the Nation.” The Left’s constitution is antina-

tional and anti-Polish. In it is contained not only a new totalitarianism,

but also a new de-nationalization. (Wiesław Magiera in Nasza Polska,

April 30, 1997)25

24. For works on right-wing politics and the Far Right in Central and Eastern Europe, see
Fischer-Galati (1993) and Ramet (1999). On Poland more specifically, see Korboński (1993); Terry
(1993); and Ost (1999). For an analysis of the relationship between conceptions of the nation and
the success of right-wing movements, see Koopmans and Statham (1999).

25. The term denationalization (wynarodowienie) has very strong connotations in Polish. It
refers to attempts by Prussia and Russia in the nineteenth century to annihilate the sentiment
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These views are representative of a discourse of exclusion that emphasizes
the sharp dichotomy between citizenship and nationality (with national-
ity superseding citizenship in importance), and stresses that the newly
sovereign state should be a state for ethnic Poles and not for citizens at
large (the remaining 3 percent of the population). This is precisely the dis-
course of exclusion Adam Michnik was worried about in 1991.

As we have seen in the last chapter, Jews have been the traditional “inter-
nal Other,” but “bad Catholics,” “cosmopolitan secularists,” and Freema-
sons (the last two categories, however, working as code words for “Jews”)
also have been categories of symbolic exclusion from the nation in ethno-
Catholic milieus. The 1990s have witnessed significant anti-Semitic dis-
course in the public sphere despite the virtual absence of Jews in Poland.26

This phenomenon could be explained by the fact that Jews, in Poland, serve
as the prime “symbolic Other.” Michnik calls this peculiar phenomenon
“magical anti-Semitism”: “The logic of normal, correct and healthy anti-
Semitism is the following: Adam Michnik is a Jew, therefore he is a
hooligan, a thief, a traitor, a bandit etc. . . . Magical anti-Semitism however

of belonging to the Polish nation. The standard Polish dictionary (Mały słownik je�zyka polskiego)
defines the verb wynaradawiać (denationalize) as follows: “to deprive someone of his or her
national traits, of his or her national distinctiveness; to deprive someone of the consciousness of
belonging to some nation.”

26. It is very difficult to establish the number of Jews in Poland. Estimates vary greatly, ranging
from 1,055 individuals (2002 Polish census) to 40,000 (American Jewish Year Book 2003). The wide
variation in these data is the outcome of different measures of “Jewishness”: self-declaration in the
census versus ancestry or formal membership in Jewish organizations. The numbers have steadily
grown in the last decade as better sources for estimating them have become available, and as the
Jewish community has witnessed a cultural, religious, and institutional renaissance. In 1989 and
1990, the American Jewish Year Book estimated the total Jewish population of Poland to be 5,000,
of which nearly 2,000 were “registered”—that is, formally affiliated with one or more religious or
secular Jewish organizations. This figure was widely cited in Polish publications throughout the
1990s. During that decade, however, the total number of Polish Jews was re-estimated to be closer
to 10,000 (American Jewish Year Book 1992, 1995). By the beginning of the new millennium,
the number of Polish Jews affiliated with religious or secular Jewish organizations totaled 7,000–
8,000. Moreover, between 10,000 and 15,000 people showed interest in rediscovering their Jewish
ancestry, and as many as 40,000 Polish citizens were now thought to have “some” Jewish forebears
(ibid., 2002, 2003). The numbers cited by Piotr Kadlčik, the president of the Jewish community
in Warsaw and president of the Union of Jewish Communities in Poland, are slightly more
conservative: according to him, there are now 4,000 to 6,000 “registered” Jews and approximately
20,000 to 25,000 Polish citizens of Jewish descent who do not maintain a formal connection to
any Jewish institutions (personal communication, May 2004. Listen also to the radio interview in
English with Kadlčik, available at http://www.fzp.jewish.org.pl/english/present.html). For Polish
census data, see http://www.mswia.gov.pl/index a.html; for other Polish estimates, see L� odziński
(2003).
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works this way: Adam Michnik is a thief, therefore he is most probably a
Jew” (1999, 73). Any opponent of the ethnic vision of the nation, therefore,
is accused, through a series of associations and double entendres, of being a
“Jew.”27 The editor of Nasza Polska, for example, declared the civic nation
an invention of Jews: “Not everyone knows that one of the inventors of
this new ‘meaning’ of the word ‘nation’ is Tomasz Wołek, editor-in-chief of
the daily Życie. Who is Tomasz Wołek, and what is Życie? To this ques-
tion, we can answer indirectly by noting that the vice-editor-in-chief is a
certain Bronisław Wildstein” (Stanisław Krajski in Nasza Polska, April 23,
1997).28

In the Name of God

Tellingly, the other contentious aspect of the constitutional debates con-
cerned whether to include an invocatio Dei in the constitution’s preamble.
Given that the overwhelming majority of Poles are Roman Catholic (at least
nominally), the preamble should include, according to the advocates of the

27. The quotation marks indicate the symbolic and discursive nature of the category. It is
the image of Jews and representations of Jewishness—not real, existing Jews (even when actual
Jewish persons are referred to or are verbally and symbolically abused)—that I emphasize here.

I address the question of Polish anti-Semitism more exhaustively in the chapters on the
War of the Crosses at Auschwitz, and discuss magical anti-Semitism and the phenomenon of the
“symbolic Jew” in the book’s conclusion. The most exhaustive research on Polish anti-Semitism
can be found in the volume edited by Ireneusz Krzemiński (1996), based on survey data collected in
1992. Krzemiński and his colleagues found that although more prevalent in Poland than in other
European countries or in the United States, modern (or “political”) anti-Semitism of the type “Jews
control the world” is not specific to Poles. Traditional (or “religious”) anti-Semitism, however,
based on the portrayal of Jews as Christ-killers, is more specific to Poland, although that form of
anti-Semitism is relatively weak and less common than its modern kind. Religious anti-Semitism
is most popular among older and less educated Poles, and among those residing in villages and
small towns. The higher the level of education, the less religiously founded anti-Semitic attitudes
the respondents expressed. The percentage of respondents expressing anti-Semitic views, however,
had increased between 1992 and 1996, when CBOS conducted a survey repeating several questions
from Krzemiński’s study. But so did the percentage of those opposing anti-Semitism, which led
the Krzemiński team to conclude that the 1990s had witnessed a clear polarization of attitudes
toward Jews and anti-Semitism. For a discussion of the 1992 and 1996 surveys in English, see
Krzemiński (2002). For an annotated bibliography of works on Polish-Jewish relations and Polish
anti-Semitism published since 1990, see Corrsin (2005).

28. What is interesting to note here, besides the blatant anti-Semitism and the association
civic nation = cosmopolitan = anti-Polish = Jews, is that the newspaper Życie is itself on the
conservative Right in the political ideological landscape. This shows how far to the Right Nasza
Polska (and Gazeta Polska) are. Thanks to Krzysztof Jasiewicz for stressing this in a personal
communication.
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national-Catholic vision, an invocatio Dei, or reference to God. The fol-
lowing comment by Alicja Grześkowiak, then senator from Solidarity, is
representative of this position:

A preamble characterizes the identity of the nation, underlines that what

is instituted on earth is not perfect. Referring to God confirms human

dignity; it indicates that the true guarantee of human rights and dignity

is God Himself. For believers, such a preamble has an additional value:

it motivates them to live not only in compliance with the constitution,

with the law, but also with certain values. A preamble referring to God

also reflects the face of the nation. The constitution cannot negate the

fact that the majority of the nation is Catholic. The formula “in the name

of Almighty God” is an ecumenical formula that can be accepted by all

believers. 98 percent of Poles are believers, and the constitution should

be written for the believers, which does not reduce the role of nonbe-

lievers nor discriminate against them. For nonbelievers the [invocatio

Dei] will only be a linguistic expression deprived of content. For be-

lievers, it is an important issue that allows them to feel at home in

Poland. A constitution without a preamble referring to God will be, in

fact, the constitution of another nation. (Życie Warszawy, September 19,

1996)

Referring to God as the ultimate source of dignity and justice not only
specifies the Roman Catholic identity of Poles—thereby breaking from an
officially atheist People’s Republic of Poland—but moreover implies the
predominance of natural law over positive law.29 It was argued on both

29. Natural law refers to “principles of law and morality, supposedly universal in scope and
binding on human conduct” (Oxford Dictionary of Sociology, 348). Following Thomas Aquinas,
it was believed to be God-given; but from the Reformation onward, natural law was also given
secular foundations in human nature and reason. Natural law stipulates that there is a normative
system given in nature; that norms are not subject to change in time or place. In contrast, the
logic of positive law is that it defines the normative system; norms are a human creation and
therefore are subject to change and interpretation. Thus, this form of law could define norms
that are against natural law or humanity. (Nazi Germany is often given as an example of the
dangers of a strict positive law.) This is why it is often insisted that positive law be based on
natural law. The Polish case is complex in that regard. The church insisted that the constitu-
tion be directly based on the first version of natural law (as God-given), when the constitution
actually was founded on positive law based on natural law’s secular version (human nature and
reason). The members of the Constitutional Commission thus argued that even without the
invocatio Dei, the constitution was still ultimately—although indirectly—founded on natural
law.
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sides of the Left-Right divide that this could potentially have concrete le-
gal consequences. The church frequently declared that the invocatio Dei
and the primacy of natural over positive law would ensure the consti-
tutional ban on abortion, a highly contentious issue in post-Communist
Poland.

Since the constitution is instituted as the highest law of the republic,
placing natural law above positive law by referring to God as the legislator
would, according to the Left, the Center, and even liberal Catholics, run
counter to the establishment of the Rechtsstaat (state under the rule of
law), and would imply the granting to religious authorities of a privileged
position as “subsidiary of truth,” a situation incompatible with the princi-
ples of a secular state. “It is the constitution, not the Decalogue,” wrote an
editor in Polityka (no. 20, 1996). A deputy from Sojusz Lewicy Demokraty-
cznej (SLD—Alliance of the Democratic Left) insisted that the invocatio
Dei not be included, since “believers look for God at church, not in the
constitution” (Życie Warszawy, September 19, 1996); and President Alek-
sander Kwaśniewski emphasized that “in no secular country with a neutral
worldview does natural law stand above positive law” (Gazeta Wyborcza,
February 25, 1997). According to the Left and liberal circles, a strict invocatio
Dei would open the door for the establishment of a confessional state.30

The Constitutional Commission’s final resolution was to include a gen-
eral reference to God and to religious values, but juxtaposed with that of the
Enlightenment’s humanist tradition. This compromise, however, could not
satisfy the Roman Catholic Church, which fiercely criticized the preamble’s
“pagan conception of God”: “God is not a kind of philosophical, Masonic
idea, or a vague New Age god. The point is to recognize Him as invariable,
the highest Being who is the Creator of the moral and legal order” (B. P.
Michalik in Katolicka Agencja Informacyjna, Biuletyn, no. 10, 1997). Cardi-
nal Glemp expressed himself in similar terms in an Easter sermon: “What
we have here is atheism enriched by Masonic ideology. . . . As Catholics, we
will decidedly stand for the presence of a reference to God in the [preamble].
We want the real God in the constitution” (Katolicka Agencja Informa-
cyjna, Biuletyn, no. 20, 1997). The God evoked in the preamble did not
meet the standards of the church, and the ecclesial institution soon resorted

30. This position has not prevented the same social and political actors to push for the inclu-
sion of an invocatio Dei in the European Union’s constitution. This suggests that the opposition
to the invocatio Dei was not only ideological but also contingent upon political structures and
institutional arrangements.
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to nationalist arguments by advocating that the “Polish Nation had the right
to its Christian God”:

The formulation “we, Polish citizens, who believe in God as the source

of truth, justice, beauty and goodness, as well as those who do not share

this faith . . .” is not a classical invocatio Dei, but is at most a substitute

that informs us that in Poland there are people believing in “some kind”

of God. Showing off God as a source of only those values, with the

omission that He is the Creator, the living God, Legislator before Whom

one has to settle accounts . . . is dangerous. . . . Such a god can . . . only be

the intellectual construction of philosophers. Meanwhile, in a Christian

nation, we have the right to hear about our living God, our creator and

savior. This is the God of our faith and only this God do we call upon

in the invocatio Dei. . . . We must clearly say that a constitution with no

perspective should not be ratified, and that a nation with a Christian

tradition of over one thousand years must, on the basis of its roots, order

thoughts, law, and actions, and that is why it has a right to the invocatio

Dei. (B. P. Michalik in Nasza Polska, no. 5, 1997)

Discourse and Representations

The analysis of public discourses surrounding the preamble highlights sig-
nificant differences between the languages used by each camp, constituting
coherent “subfields” within the discursive field on the nation. The Center-
Left speaks of “citizens,” “civil society,” and the “civic nation,” and aims at
creating a modern Poland open to Europe, oriented toward the future, and
based on universal human values. In contrast, the conservative Center and
the Right speak of “Poles” and their “ancestors” and reach to the past, to
Poland’s thousand years of history. It aims at preserving a national tradi-
tion, emphasizing the national-Christian heritage and values. The first is
legitimized according to rational-legal principles, the other by the weight of
tradition.

These two schemes of thought make dialogue difficult, and the differ-
ent discursive subfields cause misunderstandings to abound. For example, in
circles of the Left and Center, citizen is a neutral term that avoids the exclu-
sion of those who are not ethnically Polish. For the Right, however, it echoes
jargon from the Communist period. Similarly, liberal intellectuals treat civil
society neutrally, whereas for right-wing Roman Catholics the term is un-
derstood as an ideological project aiming at depreciating “natural” forms of
community such as the family and the nation (Gowin 1995). Proponents of
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the state’s religious neutrality see the Catholic Right’s efforts to include the
invocatio Dei as an instrument serving to divide and exclude rather than
unite and include, whereas the Catholic Right actually presents it as a path
to unity. Other examples include religious neutrality, tolerance, and plural-
ism, understood by the Roman Catholic Right and the conservative wing
of the church as “atheism,” an “extreme moral relativism,” a dangerous
“moral nihilism” that “does not respect the nation” (Alicja Grześkowiak in
Gazeta Wyborcza, February 25, 1997). Cardinal Glemp frequently declared
that the preamble had no soul, and Bishop Józef Michalik stated that it was
“a bad project because it has no ethical values” (Polityka, no. 20, May 18,
1997).

Similarly, the Constitutional Commission stressed the democratic spirit
of the preamble and the democratic process surrounding the drafting of
the document, while the church called it a “democratic totalitarianism.”
Whereas the constitution’s authors spoke of the ratification of the document
as the “great consensus,” the establishment of a “social contract,” the result
of a “historical compromise,” the editorialists of newspapers from the Right
called it a “treason,” a “conspiracy against the Nation”:

They shout with a great voice about the great compromise, the national

agreement, the Polish raison d’état etc. . . . It is an anticonstitution, a con-

stitution against Poland, the nation, man, the family, God, and democ-

racy; an encore to the People’s Republic of Poland, a Constitution of

targowica. . . . On May 25, we, the Polish nation, will reject the bad, pa-

gan, and non-Polish Constitution of the Left!!! (Nasza Polska, April 23,

1997)31

The ideals of the civic nation and universal values are understood posi-
tively by some, and as ideological, cosmopolitan, and ultimately anti-Polish
by others. Of course, the Right is not the only group demonizing the op-
ponent’s position. Some circles associated with the Left characterize the
Right’s emphasis on the nation as a provincial chauvinism, qualify religion
as superstition, call tradition ignorance, and so on.32

31. Targowica was a town in the Ukraine where in 1792–93 some Polish magnates conspired
against Poland in order to abolish the Constitution of May Third (1791). They sought the pro-
tection of Catherine II, which gave the pretext for the Second Partition of Poland (1793). The
word Targowica since then has been synonymous with high treason and conspiracy against the
country.

32. This is especially true of Jerzy Urban’s weekly, Nie. Urban describes his paper as “a
satirico-critical newspaper, attacking nationalism, clericalism, parties from the right, parties
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These discourses are not only the result of different views of the nation
and of the state: they also result from the logic of the political field itself
(Bourdieu 1991b). The actors compete with each other for symbolic power by
formulating their position vis-à-vis the other camp. The subfields are thus
relational and dialogical: actors engage, speak, react, and reply to the other
group.33 In this case, this process slowly led to an escalation in the accusatory
tone of discourse, especially from the Right campaigning against the ratifi-
cation of the constitution. Not surprisingly, the language used to describe
opponents became more bitter, and the polarization sharper, from March to
May 1997—that is, from the final works on the constitutional project and
its submission to the National Assembly, until the referendum on it held
May 25. Despite strategies of delegitimation used by the Right, Poles voted
for the final ratification of the constitutional project (52.7 percent for, 45.9
percent against, 1.4 percent invalid votes). Voter turnout, however, was very
low,34 which seems to indicate that the debates that fascinated the elites did
not resonate as strongly with the masses. It should be noted, however, that
the Right’s slight defeat in the referendum did not prevent it from winning
the parliamentary elections a few months later in the fall of 1997. One
might argue that the debates over the preamble gave the Right the opportu-
nity to solidify its coalition and mobilize constituencies that contributed to
the power of AWS in establishing a base to effectively counter SLD in the
elections.

Conclusion

This chapter had two objectives: first, to outline the post-Communist lay
of the land in terms of the issues that have defined the period, along with
describing the main actors and their discourses; second, to discuss one key
event that has, like the War of the Crosses, condensed and crystallized de-
bates about Polish national identity and Roman Catholicism. The analysis of
constitutional debates suggests that national sentiments of affinity become

issued from Solidarity and Wałe�sa.” Nie is on the extreme left, not so much in terms of the content
of its interventions but in its form. Famous for its satire, hostility toward the church, and vulgar
caricatures, the weekly is comparable to the National Lampoon. Urban was the spokesman of
General Wojciech Jaruzelski (b. 1923), first secretary of the party and prime minister in the 1980s
infamous for imposing martial law (1981–83).

33. For a fascinating analysis of hate speech in five right-wing publications (and a useful
glossary of the most often used “code” terms), see Kowalski and Tulli (2003).

34. Voter turnout was 42.86 percent, which means that about 23 percent of eligible voters
were for the ratification of the constitution, and about 17 percent were against (official figures
reported in Gazeta Wyborcza, May 26, 1997).
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powerfully activated when relatively abstract discursive constructs are con-
densed and affixed in symbols of the nation’s representation—in the case at
hand, in the contested preamble of Poland’s 1997 Constitution.

In the next chapters, we turn our attention to another key symbolic
event, in this case a site, that mobilized the sentiments and actions not only
of elites, but of elites and “the masses” in equal measure. Having now laid
out the major vectors of the religion-nation fusion and its partial fissures, we
now turn to the ways Auschwitz was signified, battled over, and endowed
with new meaning in the last decade. This will move us one frame closer to
the War of the Crosses as a specific social drama and event.



G
c h a p t e r t h r e e

“Oświe�cim”/“Auschwitz”: Archaeology
of a Contested Site and Symbol

Les lieux de mémoire naissent et vivent du sentiment qu’il n’y a pas de

mémoire spontanée, qu’il faut créer des archives, qu’il faut maintenir des

anniversaires, organiser des célébrations, prononcer des éloges funèbres,

notarier des actes, parce que ces opérations ne sont pas naturelles. C’est

pourquoi la défense par les minorités d’une mémoire réfugiée sur des foy-

ers privilégiés et jalousement gardés ne fait que porter à l’incandescence

la vérité de tous les lieux de mémoire. Sans vigilance commémorative,

l’histoire les balaierait vite. —Pierre Nora, Les lieux de mémoire1

Memory is never shaped in a vacuum; the motives of memory are never

pure. —James E. Young, The Texture of Memory

Introduction

An interpretation of the War of the Crosses at Auschwitz first requires a
textured reading of the symbol of “Auschwitz” itself.2 If “humanity’s larg-
est cemetery” is known in the world by its German designation, in Poland

1. “Realms of memory are born out of, and live from, the feeling that there is no spontaneous
memory; that we must create archives, observe anniversaries, organize celebrations, pronounce
eulogies, and notarize documents, because these operations are not natural. This is why minority
groups’ defense of a memory whose only refuge is in carefully chosen sites only brings to light the
truth of all realms of memory: without commemorative vigilance, History would quickly sweep
them away.”

2. As noted in the book’s introduction (note 22), the symbolic representation(s) of Auschwitz
should not be confused with the physical site itself. The names without the quotation marks
refer to the place, while they refer to the symbol(s) when placed in quotation marks. Auschwitz is
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Since the 1980s there has been a steadily increasing interest in issues of
remembrance, memory and commemoration amongst the public and in the media,

as well as from professional historians and scholars from neighboring fields: the
journal History and Memory, founded in 1989, is only one indication of this trend.
Dan Diner, director of the Simon Dubnow Institute for Jewish History and Culture
in Leipzig, has even launched ‘memory’ as a new paradigm of historical research
which is said to have pushed ‘society’ onto library shelves (Diner 2007). Such a thesis
might, of course, be disputed and refuted, but there is no doubt about a boom in
memory-related publications.

Looking at the Baltic Sea Region, it is not by accident that Estonia comes to the
fore: the public debates and political disputes about monuments commemorating the
dead of the Second World War have attracted the attention of many scholars since
the removal of monuments in Lihula and Tallinn in 2004 and 2007, respectively.2

Besides current debates, for many years memory has been a major issue in various
disciplines of social studies in Estonia as, for instance, the various projects collecting
post-Soviet Estonian life stories show.3 As the political dimensions of collective
memory in north eastern Europe will be closely analysed in the contributions to this
collection, these introductory remarks shall first of all highlight some scholarly aspects
related to present interests in collective memory.
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Key Issues of Collective Memory

Debates on the theory of collective, social and cultural memory, as well as on its
manifestations, have very much broadened over the last three decades. However,
scholarly discourses have a longer tradition which goes back to the first half of the
twentieth century. Besides Maurice Halbwachs’ introduction of the category of
collective memory into social research in 1925,4 Walter Benjamin and Aby Warburg –
with his ‘Mnemosyne’ project, which focused on the recollection of the ancient world
in images in European societies since the Renaissance – have been named as further
ancestors of memory research.5 Recent research has spanned sociological and cultural
approaches, first of all,6 and has recently been amended by neurobiological and
psychological processes of recollection.7

Focusing on recent debates about collective memory in the Baltic Sea Region and
Eastern Europe, the following issues may be highlighted: as a starting point in his
research on collective memory, Halbwachs has stressed the distinction between
memory and history.8 In that perspective, historians studying memory do not ask
about scholarly knowledge, how events ‘really’ (to use Ranke’s term) were, or about
explorations of historical ‘truth’, but how historical events, developments or
structures are reconstructed and represented in individual and collective conscious-
ness, and how this representation changes. Social memory in that perspective is not
an immutable entity, but dependent on social groups as well as on time (Halbwachs
1992, pp. 46–51). Thus, collective memory cannot be regarded as static or
homogenous across an entire society. Today, one may connect this notion to
constructivist approaches in history writing focusing on perceptions and narratives,
which once again underline Diner’s thesis of a new memory paradigm (2007).

Looking more closely at the forms of social memory, the distinction between
communicative and cultural memory, which has been elaborated in particular by
Jan and Aleida Assmann, has to be emphasized. Cultural memory, according to
Jan Assmann (1995, p. 129) ‘has its fixed point; its horizon does not change with the
passing of time. These fixed points are fateful events of the past, whose memory is
maintained through cultural formation (texts, rites, monuments) and institutional
communication’. Of particular importance for the formation of cultural memory is,
as he has pointed out, the ‘floating gap’ between individual and communicative
memory on the one hand and its cultural objectification on the other, which Assmann
locates at a time of approximately 40 years post factum (Assmann 2002, p. 51).

Furthermore, there is the distinction between Erinnerung (remembrance) and
Gedächtnis (memory) in German: while Gedächtnis may be associated with the social
storage of individual (or communicated) memories, Erinnerung implies the process
of remembering, the activations of elements from the storage of memories (Csáky
2004). Cultural and social memories are therefore objects of performances and
negotiations, and they are, of course, related to power, as historical arguments and
thus the shaping of memories provide a major source of legitimizing power. This leads
to the broad field of past and history politics dealt with in the contributions to this
collection.

Memory, however, does not exist without forgetting. Debates on forgetting range
from neurobiological to social aspects and philosophical reflection.9 Niklas Luhmann
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has even argued that without forgetting, there is no evolution.10 In philosophical
debates, Paul Ricœur (2004) has stressed the connection between passive and active
forgetting, between amnesia and amnesty, or forgetting and forgiving. Most important
in that context are the moral and political implications of forgetting. Ernest Renan
famously underlined that the construction of modern nations is based on forgetting. In
the aftermath of the Second World War the German debate has been shaped by Freud’s
notion of working through the past in writings by Theodor Adorno (1971, pp. 10–28)
and Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich (1975).11 In the context of the German
Historikerstreit of the 1980s, Hermann Lübbe launched the thesis that active forgetting
was a precondition of the political success of the Federal Republic. This provoked much
criticism, yet it also received some consent.12 With the focus on war crimes, and the
Holocaust first of all, the imperative of ‘we must never forget’ – which comprises a
much stronger normative element than ‘we will always remember’ (Weinrich 2004) –
has become dominant in present-day political discourses in Europe and beyond.13

Memory, Monuments and Politics

It is not by accident that monuments commemorating the dead of the Second World
War have become highly political issues in recent years, and have thus become ever
more prominent within public awareness.14 Looking at the different forms of politics
related to such monuments one sees first the erection of new monuments such as
the Berlin ‘Memorial to the murdered Jews of Europe’ as a prominent example of
international significance. Besides this, there is also iconoclasm and the translocation
of monuments, as in the case of the monument to the ‘Soviet Liberators of Tallinn’,
which reflect modes of memory politics obviously based on conflicting memories.
Such ‘divided memories’, which are not restricted to the former Soviet hemisphere,15

may also result in the conscious or unconscious neglect of monuments. Even the
official German policy of protecting and preserving Soviet war monuments cannot
prevent such monuments from becoming invisible – as Robert Musil (1995, p. 87) has
stated in his well-known dictum – if they do not attract practices of commemoration.
Whereas Marx and Lenin may be transposed into theme parks or become the subject
of ironic actions, war memorials are immune to such treatment, as the victims
demand mourning. In that respect, the fate of the ‘Bronze Soldier’ – as the Soviet
monument in Tallinn has been renamed in everyday speech – points at debates that
will surely arise elsewhere, if they have not already started. The connection of
mourning the dead with monumental forms of praising the victory of the Red Army
will either become subject to political debates or will fall into oblivion.

Memory and Space

Besides the debates on memory politics and the revived interest in theoretical aspects
of collective memory, there is one more important point related to the memory
paradigm on which Dan Diner draws: the rise of the memory paradigm goes along
with a turn towards rediscovered historic spaces (not least in eastern Europe).
Observations that underline such a statement are for instance the widely read essays
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by the German historian Karl Schlögel (1986, 2003) and those by other authors, such
as Robert Traba (2003) and Andrzej Stasiuk from Poland and Yurii Andrukhovyich
from Ukraine (Andruchowytsch & Stasiuk 2004). Spatial explorations in Central and
Eastern Europe discover ‘forgotten’ regions and places, which are now conceived as
an integral part of (a new) Europe. The success of these essays may be explained by
the fact that memories here are connected to specific places, cities, landscapes etc.,
and evoke a world of a pre-national ‘unity in diversity’ which is rarely found in the
Europe of today after the destruction of the twentieth century. By the same token,
these remembered places form a new mental map of a united Europe that differs from
its current political boundaries.

This connection between space and memory is not confined to intentionally
erected monuments, and it is already well known from antique cultures. As a kind of
anthropologic constant, it seems suited for the adaptation to modern societies, as the
broad reception of Jan Assmann’s publications shows. The most influential connection
of memory and space during the last few years has undoubtedly been the French
notion of lieux de mémoire initiated and developed by Pierre Nora.16 His idea that
the French nation can only be commemorated in single places, but not in a coherent
framework of space and time, will not be presented here in extenso. It should, however,
be mentioned that Nora’s notion is not based on a primarily scholarly approach, but
focuses on the preservation of (French) collective identity, which can only be achieved
by keeping alive fragmented memories connected to national symbols. Nora’s primary
goal of identity-preserving or -building rests upon the assumption of a crisis in French
national identity, against which the ‘places of memory’ are directed. By the same
token, topics that could question the national heritage of France are not represented
in these volumes edited by Nora.17 All in all, the notion of fragmenting the approach
towards collective commemoration of the past matches with another element of
the memory paradigm highlighted by Dan Diner: according to him, diversity, not
homogeneity, is the signature of memory.

The various ways in which Nora’s notion was transferred to and adopted by other
regions and nations in Europe during the last decade have in turn given rise to a great
variety in terminology and definition. This refers to the understanding of ‘lieux’,
where we also see ‘sites’ or ‘realms’,18 as well as to memory, where we see
‘Erinnerung’ versus ‘Gedächtnis’ in German, ‘memory’ versus ‘commemoration’ in
English, while the Polish (‘pamięć’) and Estonian discussions (‘mälu, mälupaik’), for
instance, are less encumbered with the difference between remembering and memory.
Although there is little disagreement that ‘places’ need not necessarily be spatially
concrete but may also be conceived in metaphorical terms, the spatial dimension
obviously remains pivotal in all of these approaches.

As already indicated, there are some reasons for the success and interest in
presenting places of memory. The first one is the economic success of the French and
German undertakings. Second, the concept of lieux de mémoire is frankly identity-related
(much more so than one would admit in ‘normal’ historiography, at least in Germany)
and can thus count on greater public support than predominantly de-constructivist
approaches. Third, splitting the collective and cultural memory of a given society
into single places enables a piecemeal approach which allows for the application of
a wider scope and a quicker production compared to traditional historiography.
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So far, there have been – besides the German Erinnerungsorte (François & Schulze
2001) – several large projects in Central and Eastern Europe dealing with cultures or
places of memory, which primarily focus on modern nations and national identity
following the notion developed by Pierre Nora in his lieux de mémoire of France.19

Finally, in the Austrian case, the orientation towards publicity is most visible, as a
public opinion poll constituted the point of departure for the selection of the Austrian
places of memory.20

National and Transnational Perspectives

Two perspectives that shape public debates concerning collective memory shall be
discussed here more in detail: the first refers to places of memory that are closely tied
to national history, and the second focuses on the transformation of individual and
communicative (i.e. fluid) memories of the Second World War into cultural memory.

Concerning the national perspective, one may refer once again to Diner’s
statement that the memory paradigm is based on diversity, and thus ask whether
nation or state constitute the sole – or at least the most important – framework within
which cultural memory is objectified. Are they not bound to the perspective of
homogeneity and thus to a dominant element of the twentieth century which Charles
Maier (2000) has already consigned to history? Indeed, criticism of the national
orientation of the projects on places of memory is widespread. It has been argued that
the German edition may be understood as a new appropriation of German history
after the Holocaust (something which, however, has not been made explicit by the
editors).21 The most elaborated criticism of the nationally biased program of
researching collective memories has been formulated by Moritz Csáky (2004) within
the Austrian context. He argues that the presentation of lieux de mémoire first of all
contributes to a nationally coded memory, and thus to the functional construction of
a normative collective memory, whereas the multilayered character of those places is
systematically left aside.

Nevertheless, there are without doubt good reasons for following such national
concepts, be it only because nations (either ethnic or civic) form the most relevant
large social groups, which in turn are to a large degree based on common history –
not as a matter of pure facts, but as a product of stories, narratives, performances and
memory. As Anthony Smith’s (1986, p. 192) typology of national myths and Peter
Burke’s (2000) observations on foundation myths show, these form supratemporal
traits of almost any society.

On the other hand, the recent re-emergence and dominance of national issues of
collective memory is not self-evident, but may be explained in terms of the second
perspective. With regard to the transformation of communicative into cultural
memory Jan Assmann (2002, pp. 48–51) has stressed the crucial role of the ‘floating
gap’ between communicative and cultural memory. The observation of a ‘critical
threshold’ of 40 years may be illustrated by reference to many of the contemporary
debates, and explained by the loosening of the individual memories of aging
eye-witnesses and the interest of social groups in making collective memory endure.
Thus it is not by accident that since the mid-1980s public debates on how to cope with
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the past of the Second World War and how to commemorate war-related crimes and
victims have significantly increased in Germany, western and northern Europe, and
have spread to eastern Europe, too, after the collapse of Soviet hegemony.

The memory discourses in east central and north eastern Europe in particular
invite a closer look at the relations between national and transnational memories.
So far, transnational or regional aspects are only partly reflected in projects on
memory cultures and places of memory. It is surely not by accident that those projects
have been introduced in border regions, as for instance in the German–Danish case or
in the Saar–Lor–Lux region.22 The most recent transnational project is an ambitious
German–Polish one.23

The Baltic Focus

An attempt to further develop the notion of transnational places of memory was made
at a conference at Humboldt University in Berlin in 2006.24 The presentations there
showed that national places of commemoration are only a segment of identity-relevant
places of memory in many parts of Europe. This issue, however, seems to be
perceived first of all in the eastern and northern parts of the continent. With regard to
eastern Europe this may be explained by the fact that here one faces various types of
places related to transnational memory. A typology might comprise: first, places of
memory with national connotations that are situated beyond contemporary national
borders;25 second, places that refer to an imperial, pre-national past; third, places
where shared or divided memories of several groups, nations or societies concur;
fourth, places that have been re-interpreted and filled with new contents; and finally,
places of memory that compete with each other.

Looking at northern Europe such a transnational perspective on places of memory
may be linked to the Scandinavian discussion as to whether shared memory may
transcend national borders and contribute to entangled regions of commemoration.26

In that way, the Swedish realm is addressed as a region of memory but without
accompanying ideas of cultural or national hegemony.27 Transferring such an approach
to Szczecin, Gdańsk, Olsztyn, Kaliningrad, Riga or Tallinn, for instance, would imply
that they are no longer only perceived as places historically bound to one national
group only. In fact, these cities have already become initial points of a multicultural
region of commemoration. At this point, Csáky’s suggestion (2004) of concentrating
on a de-constructivist approach to uncover the ambiguity of central and east European
spaces seems to be only the first step. Here, one should add a second step and ask
whether the revealing of the historical stratigraphy of such places might foster a post-
national cultural memory.28

Such a path has been – at least in its beginnings – explored with regard to the
presentation of European lieux de mémoire. In addition to their national projects, Pierre
Nora29 and Etienne François, co-editor of the German project,30 have discussed
classifications of such European places. Their conclusions, however, are rather critical.
Nevertheless, it becomes clear that there is a political impetus towards European
identity-building, although one should discuss how deeply it may be rooted in
history without running into the danger of being easily dismantled as ideological.
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What might be adopted from this discourse, however, is the leading figure of thought
of ‘e pluribus unum’.

Against the background of the issues outlined here, the regional framework of the
Baltic Sea Region may be regarded as particularly appropriate for discussions on the
notion of transnational places of memory. The Baltic rim between Szczecin and
Vyborg, for instance, could reveal better than many other regions of Europe that
places of memory are not necessarily exclusively nationally shaped, but may in a
post-national perspective contribute to the formation of regions. Remembering the
multilayered history obviously receives more attention in the northern parts of Europe
at the moment, in comparison to its southern regions. The impact of transnational
places of memory on the formation of regions seems to become most visible in such
places that are spatially concrete, such as for instance architecture, urban structures or
monuments.

The contributions to this collection focus on the fields of monuments and
cityscapes and they reveal the close connection between changes in the mode of
collective memory towards cultural memory on the one hand, and rising public
relevance of memory discourses on the other. The theoretical background outlined
here may contribute to understanding that we do not face political debates based
on inevitable clashes of contested memory cultures, but on the contrary: if we turn
Halbwachs’ assertion that ‘the past is a social construction . . . shaped by the concerns
of the present’31 upside down, we may conclude that new perspectives on the past
have an impact on shaping new perspectives on the present.

Notes

1 This text is based on my introductory remarks to the conference ‘Places of
Commemoration in North Eastern Europe’, Tallinn, September 2007.

2 See the contributions by Marko Lehti et al. and David Smith in this collection and
also: Brüggemann (2008); Brüggemann and Kasekamp (2008); Wertsch (2008).

3 See, among others, Kõresaar and Anepaio (eds) (2003); Kõresaar (2004); Kirss
et al. (2004).

4 English editions: Halbwachs (1980, 1992). From the many recent publications on
Halbwachs see Krapoth and Laborde (2005).

5 See Confino (1997) and Fowler (2005).
6 A by no means complete list includes: Connerton (1989); Assmann (2002, 2003);

Ricœur (2004). Also important is Kula (2004).
7 Singer (2004) and Welzer (2002).
8 Halbwachs (1985, p. 103); cf. Assmann (2002, pp. 29–48).
9 Weinrich (2004); Ricœur (2004). On forgetting in Halbwachs’ writings see

Fowler (2005).
10 Esposito (2002). I am following Andreas Lawaty’s presentation from Tallinn in

September 2007. I would like to thank him for access to his manuscript.
Luhmann’s point might be illustrated by the widespread oblivionism in sciences,
see Weinrich (2004).

11 Cf. also Olick (1999, p. 344).
12 Piper (1987); cf. Caplan et al. (2006).
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13 See the international political debates following the Swedish ‘Task Force for
International Cooperation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and
Research’ of 1997, which culminated in the ‘Stockholm International Forum on the
Holocaust. A Conference on Education, Remembrance and Research’, 26–28 January
2000. I am dealing with this issue more broadly in a forthcoming article on
‘From national victims to transnational bystanders? The changing commemoration
of World War II in Central and Eastern Europe’, Constellations, (2009) 16, 1.

14 Cf. in particular Koselleck (2000, pp. 275–84) on the political cult of the dead.
15 An impressive description of the problem is provided in Judt (2002).
16 Nora (1984–1992), for the English version see Nora (1996); see also Nora (1998).
17 This has been criticized several times in the French discussion. I am following the

instructive overview prepared by Kornelia Kończal (2007).
18 See Judt (1998).
19 Brix et al. (2004–2005). Selected further publications comprise: Jaworski et al.

(2003); Csáky and Mannová (1999); Rider et al. (2002); Cornelißen et al. (2005).
Besides, a project directed by Robert Traba (Berlin) and Hans-Henning Hahn
(Oldenburg) shall focus on German–Polish places of memory, for details see
Projekt: Deutsch-polische Erinnerungsorte/Polsko-niemieckie miejsca pami ci
Exposé, available at: www.cbh.pan.pl/de/index.php?option¼com_content&task
¼view&id¼97&Itemid¼0, accessed 25 August 2008.

20 See Straub (2005).
21 See the review by Nolte (2001).
22 Adriansen and Schartl (2006). An insightful presentation on Schleswig as a shared

or divided place of memory has been given by Steen Bo Frandsen at the Tallinn
conference on ‘Places of Commemoration’. On Saar-Lor-Lux see Hudemann et al.
(2004).

23 It is explicitly based on the history of mutual German-Polish relations. See www.
cbh.pan.pl/de/index.php?option¼com_content&task¼view&id¼97&Itemid¼0,
accessed 25 August 2008.

24 See my report available at: http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/tagungsberichte/
id¼1372, accessed 1 December 2006. A publication is forthcoming.

25 Cf. the mapping of lieux de mémoire trans-frontière by Foucher (1993, p. 69).
26 See for instance www.nordicspaces.eu, accessed 25 August 2008.
27 Although misunderstandings and different emphases cannot be excluded, of

course. On Narva see Burch and Smith (2007).
28 I have discussed this with regard to Riga (Hackmann 2006).
29 Nora (1988); cf. Bossuat (1999).
30 François (2006) has expanded the idea of divided places from the German

Erinnerungsorte (François & Schulze 2001) and suggests here ‘common’, ‘divided’
and ‘negative’ places of memory.

31 Lewis Coser in his introduction to Halbwachs (1992, p. 25).
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CHAPTER 11

Dejan Jović

COMMUNIST YUGOSLAVIA AND ITS “OTHERS”

This chapter focuses on the construction of official identity in postwar
Yugoslavia (1945–1991). More specifically, it analyses the construction by
the Yugoslav political elite of a political frontier1 between “Us” and “Others.”
In states led by Communist parties, the political elite has perceived itself
primarily as an intellectual elite. After all, the Communist party was sup-
posed to play the role of an enlightened vanguard,2 which represented not
reality as it is, but a vision of the future as it ought to be. In Yugoslavia, the
party increasingly saw itself as a scientific institute, a vision-formulator—a
guiding rather than commanding force in society.3 At the same time, the
party still had in reality the decisive role in the policy-making processes.
The politics of Yugoslav socialism was based on an attempt not only to
interpret reality but to change it. Formulating this vision in Yugoslavia’s
case was its main ideologue (and long the likely successor to Tito), Edvard
Kardelj.4 This chapter maps out the main elements of Kardelj’s (and thus
the official) view of what Yugoslavia was and what it ought to be, and like-
wise what it was not and ought not to be. His was an ideological answer to
the question of national identity. This identity, however, was constructed
more on negative considerations of who “We” are not and who “We” ought
not to be than on positive identification with who “We” are and who “We”
ought to be. Identifying the “Others” played a central role in constructing a
single Yugoslav identity under socialism. 

After 1989, the “Others” changed, and the Yugoslavs had to reformulate
that identity-definition. It was no longer possible to define Yugoslavia simply
as “different from the Soviet Union,” or “different from the prewar, bour-
geois statist Yugoslavia.” These Others were no longer viable as antipodes



against which Kardelj’s vision of Communist Yugoslavia had been con-
structed. Lacking a positive ideological vision of the future and internal
cohesion, Yugoslavia faced an identity crisis which soon led to its disinte-
gration. 

Constructing Identities in Communism

For all identities and in all societies, it has been argued, the Other has a
defining importance.5 The process of defining ourselves is one of creating a
frontier between “Us” and “Others.” We cannot define who “We” are with-
out determining who “We” are not. This process has its analytical and nor-
mative dimension. By creating a frontier between“Us” and “Others,” the
identity-definers tell us not only who “We” are / are not, but who “We” ought /
ought not to be (thus issuing a normative statement). 

The normative dimension of identity-building is much stronger in vision-
driven political systems, in which the enlightened vanguard legitimizes
itself by its own vision of the future.6 Socialism (as a period of transition to
Communism) was a vision-driven project in which the elite did not primari-
ly represent reality (i.e. what is, as in representative democracies) but the
desired future. Even more, the vanguard (the Party elite) aimed at radically
changing, not representing, reality. Socialism was by definition a denial of
reality. Reality was not to be represented but to be changed. To every social-
ist ideocratic7 system, the first Other was therefore reality. This is why elec-
tions were not considered a crucial element of the political system. Elections
are instruments of mapping out reality as it is; those who are elected repre-
sent social reality. The goal of socialism, however, is to change this reality,
not to represent it. Communist opposition to elections was not primarily
motivated by hunger for complete power (although this element was cer-
tainly present too), but by their ideological belief that reality should be
overcome. Unlike reality, the future is portrayed as “bright” and promising.
While, for example, the elite in a socialist society might admit that in reality
“there are many problems,” they knew that the future would bring solutions
to these problems. The party itself was the representative of this “bright
future” in which the unfulfilled ideals of the Enlightenment—equality, free-
dom and solidarity—were to be achieved. Its members viewed the Commu-
nist party as a model for the future society, a miniature society-of-the-future.
Principles such as egalitarianism in intra-party relationships, complete
openness to criticism and self-criticism, activism and intellectualism would
for the present be possible only within the party. The aim was to extend
them to the whole of society.8

The past was another “Other” against which the Communist vision was
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formulated. The past was described as a period of darkness replete with
inequality, lack of freedom and injustice. It was treated as a “previous life,”
a “pre-history” of mankind. The socialist revolution was the final break
with the past. The official narrative of socialism divided people into “forces
of the past” and “progressive forces.” Revolution was the final and forceful
victory of the latter over the former. This victory was historical (“an epochal
change”), and thus the former stood no chance of restoring its power in
society again. Counter-revolutions were of course possible—but to expect
the return of capitalism once it was defeated by socialism would be the same
as to expect the restoration of feudalism once it had been destroyed by the
bourgeois revolutions.9

Socialism was a process in which the past and present was deconstruct-
ed in order to make space for the construction of the future. Constructed by
the enlightened vanguard, this bright future is to be built in opposition to
the present and the past. The forces of the past and present, “retrograde ele-
ments” and “conservative forces,” are thus the main enemy of socialism.
The stronger they are, the more brutal the violence against them must be.
Violence is justified if it serves social progress, but should, of course, be
minimized and then become unnecessary as the class consciousness of the
population arises. But even in a later phase of the revolution (once its first,
brutal phase is over) the vanguard needs to be aware of the existence of the
forces of the old, because, as the saying goes, “the enemy never sleeps.”
The Revolutionary army and militia are instruments of this instrumentalist
understanding of violence. They are essentially revolutionary institutions,
whose purpose is not only to defend the country and prevent violence (as in
liberal democracies) but to increase class consciousness and safeguard the
revolution. The army and police in socialism do not defend the state as such,
since the state is a conservative institution of the past and present. They
defend the revolution, the vision of the future and its supreme visionaries.
In a socialist society, these institutions are by definition ideological.10

It is just because of the presence of the forces of the past and present
that the existence of the state is still justified, even in socialism. In princi-
ple, socialism is a process in which the state is to be replaced by a self-gov-
erning society, while the main state functions are to be socialized.11 How-
ever, this is a gradual process (controlled and led by the vanguard), in which
at no time should the forces of the past be permitted to think that they would
be tolerated beyond a strictly minimal level, let alone invited back to power.
In socialism, the state is not justified per se, but only because of the exis-
tence of the “Other,” of the “enemies of socialism” which one had to deal
with in an “administrative way.” The existence of the state itself is thus con-
ditioned upon the existence of the “Others,” that is, of “anti-socialist forces.”12

Although the forces of the past are the most dangerous enemies of the social-
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ist state, the forces of the present are enemies too. Stagnation, for example,
is also an enemy, because the purpose of socialism is to radically change
society, not to consolidate it. Although to many of their liberal critics, social-
ist societies were bastions of conservatism (i.e., that permitted no change at
all), a more subtle analysis of their real politics would offer a different con-
clusion. Sudden and brutal changes of elite personnel, radical turnabouts in
policies, a lack of written rules, exposure of virtually everybody to unpre-
dictable actions by those in power—these are examples of socialism’s poli-
cy of permanent revolution or (at least) “permanent reform.”13 All were
supposed to eliminate either forces of the past or of the present. 

All these elements defined official identity in Communist-Party led
socialist states. The main identity-definers were the members of the elite,
that is, of the party/vanguard. The state was a temporary instrument of the
revolution. Its main task was to keep an eye on both “the forces of the past”
and “the forces of the present.” However, in the long term the state itself, as
a remnant of the past, should wither away. It was to be “socialized,” its
main functions replaced by a self-regulated society of class-conscious work-
ing people. The new society would be a stateless association of free produc-
ers.

The vanguard had a monopoly in defining the vision and in leading soci-
ety towards its realization. It was legitimized not by elections, but by its
“far-sightedness” and by possessing knowledge of the “general laws of his-
tory.” The future was to be radically (i.e. revolutionarily) different from the
past and the present. It would be made—by the will and action of the “sub-
jective forces of socialism”—as a mirror image of the past. Or, as the words
of the “Internationale” puts it: “The Earth shall rise on new foundations, we
have been naught, we shall be all!” 

The Official Construction of Yugoslavia’s Identity

Although the Yugoslav Communists did not follow the ideological and
political line formulated mainly by Moscow for all other Communist coun-
tries since 1948, they remained Communists and Marxists. As Tito explicit-
ly said in 1953, there was no attempt to invent “Titoism,” but only an origi-
nal, Yugoslav, interpretation of Marxism, which would then become a basis
for a “Yugoslav way to socialism.”14 In fact, the Yugoslav Communists
claimed that they understood Marxism better than the Soviets, and of course,
better than the East European countries too. 

Very much unlike “East European” countries, the Yugoslav interpreta-
tion of Marxism (and thus the official identity developed as a consequence
of such an interpretation) was based not on following Soviet Marxism but

280 Dejan Jović



on criticizing it as “revisionism.” Throughout its socialist period, the Yugo-
slavs introduced elements of “original Marxism” in order to replace and/or
counter Soviet “revisionism.” This process of criticizing the Soviets, while
still remaining Marxists, occupied a central place in identity-construction
for the “New Yugoslavia.” This identity was no longer based on ethnic sim-
ilarity between the Yugoslav (South Slavic) nations, nor was it justified by
the very fact that there was a Yugoslav state, as was attempted for interwar
Yugoslavia (see the previous chapter by Marko Bulatović). Neither ethnic
similarity nor the existence of the state could have served as pillars of iden-
tity within a Marxist framework. As in all ideocratic systems, Yugoslavia
insisted on a “clear vision,” without which, as Kardelj famously said in
1977,15 there would be no possibility to construct Yugoslav unity, and thus
no possibility of preserving either socialism or the country’s independence.
(See Documents 1 and 2.) For Yugoslav Communists the process of vision
formulating performed the same function as election-based institution build-
ing in liberal democracies. Not only “the unity of the nation,” but its very
existence as a nation would be endangered without a “clear vision.”16

In constructing their vision of the future, Yugoslav Communists had to
identify the “Others,” both the “forces of the past” and the hostile forces of
the present against whom the process of socialism is directed. Without the
presence of these forces the state would not have been justified. 

There were two main “Others” against which Yugoslav socialism tried
to construct itself, one related to the past and the other to the present. The
first was invented by the party before 1948, the other after 1948. Both of
them were then preserved as “Others” until the end of Yugoslav socialism,
in the late 1980s. These were (1) prewar Yugoslavism, based on the concept
of South Slavism, which in ideological terms was a form of liberal, i.e. rep-
resentative democracy; and (2) Soviet-style socialism, with its strong state
and fairly centralized political structure—if not in theory and legal frame-
work, then certainly in reality. These two Others were antipodes against
which the new Yugoslav identity (post-1948) was to be constructed as a
“mirror image.” Yugoslavia ought to be radically different from both its
interwar incarnation and its brief but stormy Stalinist period (1945–1950).
To some extent, both of these hostile Others remained as threats into the
present. Internationally, the world of “capitalism” (controlled by the “forces
of the past”) was still strong. At the same time, the other half of the world,
although socialist, was based on a revisionist concept of Marxism. “Soviet
socialism” (often called “state socialism” or simply “Stalinism”) was the
socialism of “stagnation,” not of social progress towards a stateless society
as an association of free producers. (See Document 3 for Tito’s explicit
repudiation of “statism.”) Thus, both alternatives to Yugoslav self-managing
socialism were potential threats. These two Others had their domestic repre-
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sentatives too: on the one hand “liberals” and “techno-managerial forces”
(representatives of the “forces of the past,” i.e. of liberal democracy), and
on the other “dogmatists,” “unitarists,” “bureaucrats” and “Stalinists” (rep-
resentatives of “Soviet-type socialism”)17. A spectrum of socialist Yugo-
slavia’s political enemies was developed along the line of “right” and “left”
deviations from the Yugoslav model. The next two sections reconstruct the
mainstream representation of these two historical mega-Others in order to
demonstrate how the enlightened vanguard used them in the process of
identity-construction. 

Interwar Yugoslavism

The Yugoslav Communist Party (CPY) had revolutionary aims and thus its
hostility towards the interwar bourgeois Yugoslav state was unquestionable.
Illegal since 1920, the CPY used all methods (including violence) to over-
throw the royal Yugoslav regime. We are, however, concerned here primari-
ly with those elements of Yugoslav identity before the Second World War
which were central to the old state and which the Communist interpretation
of the past had sought to eliminate in postwar (socialist) Yugoslavia. Inter-
war Yugoslavia was based on its ethnic, i.e. South Slavic character. It was a
country of all the South Slavs (minus only the Bulgarians), in which three
recognized “tribal” groups (Serbs, Croats and Slovenes) were supposed to
become one Yugoslav nation. Yugoslavia was to creat a Yugoslav nation,
primarily in a political, but also in an ethnic sense. 

This nation-creating project was in fact based not only on ethnic similar-
ities between Yugoslav groups, but also on the prevailing liberal concept of
nationhood.18 Yugoslavia followed the French political model of a unitary
state (at least before the agreement of 1939, when Croatian specificity was
recognized), using at the same time the unification of Germany (1870) and
Italy (1871) as models for its own unification. The Serb-dominated political
elite of interwar Yugoslavia decided to centralize the organization of the
state, in part to bar separatism and Communism. The latter, a universalist
doctrine, not only relativized the borders of the states, but also challenged
some of them as products of bourgeois imperialism after the First World
War. The main elements of Yugoslavia’s domestic and foreign policy were
in fact expressions of this political concept. Based on a democratic principle
of counting individual votes (not ethnic groups or ethno-political territorial
units), interwar Yugoslavia was more popular with Serbs, the largest Yugo-
slav ethnic group, than with the smaller ones, although the logic of coalition
politics created exceptions to this rule. The most prominent were the Slovenes
and the (not officially recognized) Bosnian Muslims. Like the other newly
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created states in Europe, the interwar Yugoslav state was grounded in prin-
ciples of representative democracy. But these principles would remain
essentially a vision which was to a large extent imported from abroad. While
Yugoslavia as a state was not created by foreigners (and is thus not a “prod-
uct” of Versailles), both its constitutive ideology (liberal democracy) and 
its model for state structure were imported from the West. Essentially, the
first Yugoslav state was a vision-driven project, an experiment based on a
nation-state-building ideology. Although liberal democracy was not entirely
new to some of the population, its combination of liberalism with the nation-
state was a new one. As with all other countries into which this combination
was introduced after 1918, Yugoslavia, too, failed to become what was desired
by its identity constructors. 

The new, socialist Yugoslavia was from its beginning constructed as the
opposite of all this. Firstly, it was a republic, not a monarchy; and it was a
federation, not a unitary state. Secondly, it did not seek to construct a Yugo-
slav nation, nor did it aim at building up a Yugoslav nation-state. Finally, it
was not a liberal democracy and it felt no need to “import” their “second-
hand” institutions, such as political parties, parliaments and elections.19 As
explained above, the new Yugoslavia was to be based on a radically differ-
ent concept of the state. While in the liberal concept a state might be “mini-
mal” or even “ultra-minimal,”20 it would never “wither away.” According to
all Marxists, the state is considered to be an institution of a class-divided
society and an instrument of oppression of the exploited majority by the rul-
ing minority. Once the majority takes over, the state is on its way to becom-
ing redundant. For Yugoslav Communists too, it was to be weakened and
ultimately replaced by the “association of free producers” and a “self-man-
aging society.” 

Even less was the new Yugoslavia aiming to build up a nation-making
state. The Yugoslav Communists” interpretation of the collapse of both the
Austro-Hungarian Empire and interwar Yugoslavia attributed these state
failures, albeit mistakenly, to attempts by the elites in these “states” to deny
the existing nations and invent a new supra-nation created by the state itself.
Being on the side of the weak, exploited and unrecognized nations in these
multi-ethnic “states,” Marxists fought against them both. Now, when they
got an opportunity to direct the identity-defining process, they were deter-
mined not to commit the same “mistake.” This is what they promised to the
smaller (and weaker) Yugoslav nations, many of whom supported the party
precisely because it offered an answer to both the national and social prob-
lems they experienced. It would have been a deception if the party failed to
deliver on its promise.21 The consequences of not delivering on that prom-
ise would be especially grave in Yugoslavia, which was composed of small
and weak nations, and where even the largest nation (the Serbs) was not a
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majority of the total population (only 36.6 percent in 1981).22 The Marxist
concept of nationhood, Yugoslav Communists claimed, therefore suited all
Yugoslav nations, including the Serbs. It was not only that all of them were
(historically) victims of foreign exploitation, but they all could easily fall
victims to foreign and domestic threats to their national identity and security.

The fundamental difference, then, was that postwar Yugoslavia did not
attempt to create a Yugoslav nation, either in an ethnic or a political sense.23

It viewed “unitarism” and “great-statist” tendencies as one of the main poten-
tial or real enemies of socialist Yugoslavia. Its policy of recognizing exist-
ing conditions instead of attempting to change them, was, however, a para-
dox from the Marxist point of view. In all other areas of social life, Yugo-
slav Communists repudiated previous reality and wanted to eliminate the
past. But on the “national question” they were conservative, favoring preser-
vation of the existing over change. This conservative view on the nationality
issue was best expressed by Edvard Kardelj’s notion of “completed nations.”
While the state was to wither away once socialism advanced, nations were
not meant to disappear. This paradox was in fact at the core of the contro-
versy which ultimately destroyed Yugoslavia both as an ideological concept
and as a state. 

Finally, the new Yugoslavia aimed at a radical decentralisation of the
state. This was viewed as a step towards direct economic as well as political
democracy. Decentralization of the state was not only, and perhaps not even
primarily, a result of pressures by those who pointed to the continued exis-
tence of the “national question.” It was also an inevitable task if socialism
was to succeed in replacing the state with a “self-governing society.” Because
the only real democracy was based on the rights of those who produce to
decide upon the fruits of their labor, decentralization and de-etatization was
a conditio sine qua non for democracy. In the narrative developed by the
Yugoslav Communists, democracy did not mean “liberal democracy” but
direct, or semi-direct, economic and political democracy via a complex sys-
tem of delegates and delegations. Its focus was not on political power but
on the distribution of goods and services produced by the “working people.”
Political power in Yugoslav socialism was to be taken away from the state
apparatus, and thus from bureaucracy,24 and decentralized to the level of “a
housewife,” as Lenin famously said. This process of decentralization was to
be at the same time a process of democratization.25

In its opposition to interwar Yugoslavia, the new socialist Yugoslav dis-
course identified the following “Others”: (1) unitarism (a doctrine and action
aimed at creating a state-nation by gradually challenging elements of the
identities and/or rights of existing smaller constitutive nations); (2) central-
ism (an attempt to centralize state apparatus); (3) statism (a doctrine which
considered that states are irreplaceable, and that the state, not society, should
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have the ultimate decision-making power; also expressed through the notion
of “sovereignty,” which is a remnant of the liberal theory of the state); 
(4) bureaucratism (often characterized as “petrification” of the existing
structures, and thus an enemy of change). These four Others were all related
to the state and its functions. The new socialist narrative was also hostile to
liberal democracy ipso facto. As noted in the introduction to this volume,
Marxism characterised liberal theories as “ideologies” that hid the reality of
class exploitation both domestically and, in the form of imperialism, globally.
The electoral system of a liberal democracy, for example, provided repre-
sentation for an “abstract person” rather than for a person as he/she is by
social class. Elections are thus a mere farce, in which “abstract citizens”
have an occasional chance to choose between one or another capitalist. In
reality, decisions are taken by “extra-parliamentary” powers. Real change,
by which those who exploit the majority would be overthrown, is not possi-
ble within the institutional structure of liberal democracy but only through a
socialist revolution. All these elements (hostility towards parliament, politi-
cal parties, elections, capitalists and the bourgeoisie) were preserved and
developed in the Yugoslav official narrative. (For the flavor of this argu-
ment, see Documents 4 and 5 by Edvard Kardelj.) They resulted in an insti-
tutional and political structure which indeed was radically different from
that of interwar Yugoslavia.26 The main task of the state in socialist Yugo-
slavia was to safeguard these “achievements of the revolution” (tekovine
revolucije) and to prevent the intrusion of the elements of the old into the
new structures. As Tito said already in 1945, there will be no return to the
Old. The new Yugoslav identity was to be anti-capitalist and anti-centralist,
anti-statist and anti-unitarist. It was a system of permanent, especially con-
stitutional, reform by which both the Past and Present were to be replaced
by the Future, as envisioned by the enlightened vanguard. 

Soviet-style “State Socialism”

After 1948, Soviet-style “state socialism” became the second “Other” against
which the new Yugoslav identity was to be constructed. The Yugoslav enlight-
ened vanguard maintained that it was the Soviets, and not them, who mis-
understood and misinterpreted Marx’s vision of the future. They (the Soviets),
and not Us, were the “revisionists.”27 The main disagreement concerned the
Soviet assessment of the state in socialism.28 Soviet Communists, much
more than the Yugoslavs, believed that the state was still needed. Instead of
weakening it, they strengthened it.29 In addition, all four enemies of social-
ism (“unitarism,” “centralism,” “statism” and “bureaucratism”) which the
Yugoslav Communists feared from the Yugoslav past, were still strong in

Communist Yugoslavia and Its “Others” 285



the USSR. For all these reasons, the Yugoslav Communists said, the Soviets
betrayed the main aim of socialism: the reduction of state functions to the
minimum.30 Actually the Soviets, having lived for more than 30 years already
under socialism, were in some ways more realistic and less ideological
about the state-society relationship. Emancipation from Soviet influence,
consequently, did not in fact introduce a less, but a more ideological and
less realistic basis for identity construction in Yugoslavia. In the decades fol-
lowing the split with the USSR, Yugoslavia was becoming, as well as a
more pleasant country in which to live, more and more ideological. Its iden-
tity was now based increasingly on a vision of the future, rather than on
connective elements such as ethnic, historical or political similarities between
its constituent nations.31

The self-management concept, invented in 1950, and the new orienta-
tion towards a “non-aligned” foreign policy were the Yugoslav responses to
Soviet statism in domestic policy and “hegemonism” in foreign affairs. In
its nationality policy, Yugoslavia not only recognised the existence of small
nations and “nationalities,” i.e., non-Slavic ethnic groups such as Albanians.
It also decentralized the federation, turning it by the early 1970s into a “spe-
cific community of self-governed nations and nationalities” which could no
longer be characterized as either a federation or a confederation in the con-
ventional sense of the word. (See Document 5.) A new narrative was invent-
ed, based on the three pillars of the new Yugoslav official identity: (1) self-
management, (2) non-alignment, and (3) confederalized federalism. They
were all inspired by the desire to be different not only from interwar Yugo-
slavia but even more so from the USSR. Whereas the state was strong in the
USSR, just as in interwar Yugoslavia, Yugoslav self-management was anti-
statist, and thus a true socialist project. (For Kardelj’s views on this see
Document 5.) While the USSR was one of the two superpowers, and thus
exercised hegemonic power over the socialist half of the globe, Yugoslavia
fought against both Western (“capitalist”) and Soviet (“hegemonic”) imperi-
alism. Its ideological concept of anti-imperialism and anti-hegemonism (i.e.
opposition to both military-political blocs) was rooted in the Marxist rheto-
ric of global (internationalist) action against global injustice. Finally, just as
Yugoslavia sided with the exploited in global terms, Kardelj justified the
further decentralization of Yugoslavia itself with the same argument, name-
ly the protection of the weakest against the strongest (and thus, potential-
ly—the most dangerous). Serbia, and to a lesser extent Croatia, being the
two largest populations, were treated as the potential “hegemonic powers” 
in Yugoslavia. Their power was to be controlled and scaled down, while 
the real political power of other, smaller nations (Bosnian Muslims, Mon-
tenegrins, Macedonians and Slovenes) and “nationalities” (Albanians,
Italians, Hungarians) was to be protected and increased in real terms. This
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was not, as today many argue, inspired by Tito’s and Kardelj’s “anti-Serbian
bias,” although they indeed feared that a “return to the past” might mean a
return to Serbian domination over the others in Yugoslavia.32 The reform of
the nationality policy in the 1960s and 1970s was primarily motivated by
the ideological beliefs that weaker nations (domestically as well as interna-
tionally) deserve protection against potential exploiters. 

The Yugoslav Communists were not forced to make concessions to the
nationalists, as today many claim. Given apparently favorable circum-
stances both domestically and internationally in the 1960s and 1970s, they
believed that the time had come to take a further step towards realizing their
own vision of a decentralized political community. Smaller and larger eth-
nic nations would be equal, and none would be exploited by another. They
also believed that only by defeating “unitarism,” “centralism,” “statism”
and “bureaucratism” would they advance the socialist project and leave
“capitalism” further behind. Not to continue would mean stagnation and the
death of their revolution. As Kardelj concluded, they could simply not
afford not to have changed further if they wanted to remain genuine revolu-
tionaries. The reforms of the second half of the 1960s and the first half of
the 1970s were not therefore a result of a crisis but of perceived success
over the previous decade (the mid-1950s to mid-1960s). This confidence
made Yugoslav Communists think that their political system indeed was the
best alternative to both capitalism and state Communism.33

The same positive assessment of global conditions led Yugoslavs to
declare Soviet-type statist socialism as the main threat, a more important
“Other” than the liberal-democratic system. It was not only because of the
real political pressure by the Soviet Union (especially in moments of crisis,
such as in 1968 with the invasion of Czechoslovakia or in 1971 with the
Croatian Spring)34 or because in these years it indeed seemed that liberal-
ism was in worldwide crisis while socialist democracy looked victorious
even in West European countries.35 Although Yugoslavia was by no means
certain to receive American military or even political support in the unlikely
case of Soviet aggression, it was clear that such a step would by this time be
too risky for the USSR to take. (But see Document 6 for fears from the
Yugoslav leadership that Tito’s death in 1980 would yet tempt the Soviets to
take such a risk.) The main reason why Soviet-type socialism had nonethe-
less been ranked as the main “Other” by Yugoslavia’s elite was ideological.
Yugoslav Communists shared the Marxist beliefs that it would be against
the “general laws of history” to expect liberal democracy to return success-
fully in societies in which a socialist revolution was successful. This would
be especially true in Yugoslav society, where revolution was domestic in the
making and not imported. In Kardelj’s words, the old society “had absolute-
ly no chance of success.”36 If liberalism in any of its forms was unlikely to
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come back, then socialism indeed remained the only game in town. This
meant that the real political choice was not between liberalism and social-
ism, but between various types of socialism. As Edvard Kardelj explicitly
explained in 1973, “it may be claimed that today the … choice [is] between
socialist self-management … and the system of bureaucratic-technocratic
statism.”37

This is why Soviet socialism was considered to be more dangerous than
liberal democracy. But it also seemed that this ideological explanation cor-
responded well with reality. People were indeed more worried about the
possibility of an attack from the East38 than from the West. In addition,
within Yugoslavia itself, there was potentially more support for Soviet-state
socialism than for Western-type liberal democracy. Political and economic
protests in 1968 (Belgrade and Priština) were in fact inspired by demands
for “alternative forms” of socialism, not for liberal democracy. The main
values advocated were egalitarianism and social justice.39 Thus, the party
elite had indeed reason to fear that not liberal democracy but an alternative
form of socialism could endanger its position. Paradoxically, while the elite
promoted less state and more society (self-management), many in the popu-
lation demanded more order and more state intervention, especially when
the downward spiral of the economy and of political disintegration was well
advanced by the 1980s. To many, for example to Albanians in Kosovo, even
Enver Hoxha’s Albania was not totally unattractive, precisely because at
least in the blurred perceptions about life “over there” it offered more
equality.40 But also elsewhere in Yugoslavia the elite still needed to con-
vince people that Yugoslav socialism, in which the state was “withering
away” faster than elsewhere, was indeed better than Soviet or any alterna-
tive socialist system. 

The elite did so by portraying the Soviet Union and its socialism as (only
a milder form of) “Stalinism”—using images not much different from those
developed and promoted by the West, sometimes even by directly importing
and/or translating books, films, plays, and academic books which portrayed
the USSR in very unfavorable lights. The myth of Tito’s “historical No!” (in
1948) received equal treatment as the myths on the Partisan struggle against
occupiers and “domestic traitors.”41 The borders were now, since the early
1970s, wide open to the West, and thus the West itself was in a position to
influence the image-creating process in Yugoslavia. The image of the West
was now in sharp contrast with that of the East. Support for Tito was almost
in linear correlation with the danger people felt from the Soviet Union.42

The Yugoslav identity was now more than ever before based on a thin nar-
rative of “self-managed socialism,” one that is different from Soviet statism
yet still remaining socialism. It was becoming more and more dependent on
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the existence of the Soviet Other. This would have dramatic consequences
once the Soviet Other ceased to exist, in the second half of the 1980s.43

Domestically, this would have political consequences too. Ranking the
Soviet danger above any other, the Yugoslav political elite declared “dog-
matic” and “statist” Communists within the country to be their main enemy.
It opposed them with much more vigilance than the liberal democrats and
pro-Western groups. In the 1940s, pro-Soviet politicians such as Andrija
Hebrang (a Croat wartime party leader) and Sreten Žujovic (a Serb) were
arrested together with tens of thousands of pro-Soviet Communists who
were jailed at Goli Otok. In the 1960s, potentially pro-Soviet members of
the elite, such as the state’s vice-president, Aleksandar Ranković, and the
defence minister, General Ivan Gošnjak, were removed from office. In the
1970s, the founding congress of a new alternative Communist Party of
Yugoslavia in Bar (1975) was prevented from meeting and the organizers
were all arrested. The alternative socialist Praxis group was removed from
Belgrade and Zagreb Universities in 1981; the Belgrade Six (a group of
“Trotskyites”) were arrested and tried in 1983–5; and so on. Finally, the
conservative (pro-Kardeljist) forces within the LCY leadership were espe-
cially keen to point out that some Montenegrin supporters of Slobodan
Milošević and his “antibureaucratic revolution” (1988) were in fact sup-
porters of the “Russians,” and that the whole project (led by Milošević)
would lead the country closer towards the East.44 Even the political assassi-
nations of a number of prominent Croatian political émigrés may have been
carried out because of their links, or at least the intention to establish them,
with the USSR.45 Finally, the elite insisted that the Kosovo unrest of 1981
was a “counter-revolution,” organized and led by dogmatic Marxists–
Leninists. To call it “nationalist” or “separatist” would, for them, actually
diminish the importance of the problem. And indeed, as would be discov-
ered a decade later, many of those who protested in Kosovo in 1981 (and
later) were inspired by an alternative form of Marxism, whether they were
“Hoxhists” or “Titoists.”46

Their confidence in using Soviet ideology as the defining “Other” against
which the Yugoslav “mirror image” ought to be created was based on the
Yugoslav enlightened vanguard’s firm belief that Yugoslavia simply could
not collapse; thus separatism had no chance of succeeding.47 Yugoslavia’s
ethnic nations—so the elite believed—had no reason to reject socialism,
which offered them full recognition and an institutional framework that no
other system had in the past. In fact, Yugoslav socialism offered them more
than either a Soviet or Western sort of political system would, as some
would discover a decade after the break-up of the state.48 As believers in
rationalism, the enlightened vanguard simply could not have imagined rea-
sons why anyone in Yugoslavia would want to turn towards nationalism
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once they had achieved their strategic objectives in post-1974 Yugoslavia,
of republics as their nation-states.49 They were also, the Yugoslav Com-
munists believed, sufficiently “conscious” to reject nationalism, as a doc-
trine of the dark and by many hated past. The trends towards globalization (as
Kardelj dubbed it back in 1970)50 would make nationalism and separatism a
relic of the past. Barriers between states, including the Berlin Wall, would
be torn down, and Yugoslavia would become an example of diverse cultures
living side by side with one another in their own republics, with their own
rights and in peace. Nationalism simply could not prevail over such a
prospect. Thus, there was no real danger of it. 

On the contrary, there was still a danger of “unitarism,” “statism,” “cen-
tralism” and “bureaucratism.” They could link themselves with “hegemonic”
forces both domestically—primarily, that is, with Serbia, but also with
Croatia—or internationally—that is, with the Soviet Union. Yugoslav offi-
cial rhetoric against “unitarism” now replaced (at least among non-Serbs)
the campaign against “nationalism.” A keynote speech by the Croatian long-
standing party leader, Vladimir Bakarić, at the Tenth Session of the Central
Committee of the LC Croatia (15 January 1970) expressed this well. Weighing
the chances for nationalists or unitarists to establish a government, whether
in Yugoslavia or in Croatia, Bakarić said that only the second group would
have a chance: 

“Would they [the “unitarists”] be able to realize their program? They
would be able to find a program, to find allies in Yugoslavia, to find them
outside of Yugoslavia. Their chance to realize this program has gone, it does
not exist in Yugoslavia, but with pressure on Yugoslavia from abroad this
would become possible. And I think that it is possible for them, if not exact-
ly to form a government, then certainly to create a serious political move-
ment supported by this pressure from abroad, and also by their own forces
within the country. Of course, the main support for this program would be
bureaucratic centralism and Cominformism.”51

And if that was the case in Croatia a year before the eruption of Croatian
nationalism, one may just imagine how significant was any threat of uni-
tarism, in Bakarić’s view, that would come from Serbia. 

It is within this context that one may understand why the threat from lib-
eralism—i.e., the West—and nationalism was rather overlooked, while that
of “statism” and “unitarism” was overestimated. Ultimately, one may now
better understand why the Yugoslav elite was totally unprepared and sur-
prised when the Soviet system collapsed and liberalism, contrary to their
expectations, entered the Yugoslav identity-making arena and emerged vic-
torious. The fact is, it came hand in hand with nationalism.
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Conclusion

The official identity of socialist Yugoslavia was towards its end almost
exclusively based on a vision of the future, i.e. on ideology rather than on
common ethnic, political and cultural characteristics shared by its con-
stituent nations. Even more than earlier, the vision of a future was the key
element, and for the party’s own narrative the only element, that kept Yugo-
slavia together. Only if socialist was Yugoslavia worth preserving and fight-
ing for. The other possible Yugoslavias, such as the interwar liberal-demo-
cratic regime or a statist/unitarist Yugoslavia similar to the USSR, were
undesirable. But not only that: to Yugoslav Communists they were ultimate-
ly impossible. 

Yugoslav Communists indeed had a vision of internal cohesion, which
was based on Edvard Kardelj’s interpretation of Marxism. But instruments
that would in other types of social projects help strengthen internal cohe-
sion, such as ethnic similarities, state centralism or nationalism in both the
civic and ethnic sense, were treated as hostile Others. They were essential
parts either of past domestic concepts (interwar Yugoslavism) or parallel but
undesirable concepts of socialism (such as Soviet statism). They were there-
fore unacceptable to Yugoslav official identity formulators. Without these
potential instruments of cohesion, Yugoslav Communists placed not only
the identity but also the existence of Yugoslavia entirely on the back of their
own ideology. Their commitment to Marxism prompted them to underesti-
mate the chance for liberal democracy or nationalism to compete with social-
ism as a vision of the future society. By declaring alternative models of
socialism, especially the Soviet model, as the only real threat (since social-
ism was “the only game in town”), they ended up exactly where they did
not want to be, more dependent than ever on the existence of the Soviet
Other. The collapse of their own ideology, and the collapse of that Soviet
Other, left Yugoslavia without both pillars of identity: internal cohesion and
an external difference. This joint collapse, and not ethnic hatred, national-
ism or the economic crisis, was the main reason why it disintegrated.

Sources 

Document 1:

Ranković’s whole line was conservative. In Serbia, we felt him to 
be a heavy burden. … Tito exercised full control over foreign policy
and the army, while Ranković controlled the Party and police. We
wanted to put the lid on this. … Everything that Kardelj initiated and
promoted in our political system distinguished us from the East and
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it was a guarantee that we would not return to the past. In general, he
was a reformist and a Yugoslav.

Source: Petar Stambolić, as quoted in Slavoljub Djukić, Kako se dogodio vod̄a
(Belgrade: Samizdat B92, 1992), 212. Petar Stambolić was the leading Serbian
politician in the forty years between 1944 and 1984. 

Document 2: 

For, as I have already stated, the alternative here is not whether Yugo-
slavia will survive or not but whether it will continue to develop as a
socialist, self-managing and democratic community of equal peoples
or whether it will fall into the hands of hegemonic forces in any politi-
cal or ideological guise (Kardelj, 1969/1981: 228).

Source: Edvard Kardelj, “Yugoslavia—the Socialist Self-Managing Community of
Equal Peoples” (speech given in 1969) in The Nations and Socialism (Belgrade:
STP, 1981), 228.

Document 3:

The federal leadership is always being accused of statism. There have
been in this criticism of statism overtones of national postures, i.e.
complaints about the federal government being in Belgrade, about
Serbia squeezing the most out of this situation, and so on, and about
such statism being harmful to other nations and other republics. Well
and good, we are now liquidating that statism and the federal govern-
ment will have left to it very little of the kind of competence and
very few of the kind of affairs which could be said to favor one or
the other republic. But we must now see to it that this statism is not
divided up among the republics. … Statism should go right out of
our lives and out of the relationships existing in this country.

Source: Josip Broz Tito, “No republic can be sufficient unto itself” (speech given in
1971), in The National Question (Belgrade: Komunist, 1983), 162.

Document 4: 

Engels … wrote: “It is pure nonsense to talk of a free people’s state.
So long as the proletariat uses the state, it does not use it in the inter-
ests of freedom but in order to hold down its adversaries, and as soon
as it becomes possible to speak of freedom the state as such shall
cease to exist.” … Every state represents authority, and as such is a
form of dictatorship. Democracy itself as a political system is a form
of authority, and therefore a form of dictatorship. Hence the long-

292 Dejan Jović



range objective of socialism in Yugoslav conditions should be not to
create a state-sponsored democracy, but rather to socialize state
functions [Kardelj’s emphases], and to promote self-management and
self-managing democracy. Such efforts simultaneously create the
conditions for the withering away of the state in general and, by the
same token, for the withering away of the state characterized by the
dictatorship of the proletariat in all its forms, including the present
self-managing democratic form. Instead of democracy as a form of
state system, there will be a democracy and freedom of the individ-
ual, who is no longer the subject of the state but governs himself and
regulates social relationships as the relationships between man and
things and not between man and man. In such circumstances, the
state apparatus will turn into a specialized public service of the self-
managing society. Therefore, there is no contradiction between the
dictatorship of the proletariat and democracy, but there is a contra-
diction between the centralized power of the state and its apparatus,
whatever form it may take, on the one hand, and the self-manage-
ment aspirations of man and his interest unions on the other. 

Source: Edvard Kardelj, Democracy and Socialism (London: The Summerfield
Press, 1978), 92. 

Document 5: 

When we say that the political pluralism of bourgeois society cannot
serve as the political system for socialist self-management, we must
add that a one-party system as a variant of this system will not do
either. … From a socio-historical point of view, the one-party system
is a permutation of the political system borrowed from the bourgeois
state in the era of capitalism. It in fact performs the same role as the
multiparty system of bourgeois pluralism, the only difference being
that power is wielded by one party rather than by several parties in
turn. Actually, there is very little difference there, because the politi-
cal parties in bourgeois society—with the exception of the revolu-
tionary parties of the working class—do not differ greatly in their
attitude towards the existing social system. However, the one-party
system, even more than political pluralism, is susceptible to serious
deformations of various kinds. In the first place, there is a tendency
for the party leadership to form a personal union with the state exec-
utive apparatus, and thus the executive becomes the tool of techno-
cratic and bureaucratic forces in society. … The one-party system
may thus change gradually from being a class weapon to being an
instrument of technocratic and bureaucratic rule over class and socie-
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ty. The Paris Commune and Marx were both aware of this danger,
but it has never been more real than in contemporary socialist prac-
tice today. … 

Our society was bound to make this break [with the one-party
system, D.J.] as soon as it opted for self-management, and the social-
ization of state property on the basis of self-management, instead of
the perpetuation of state-owned forms of social production relations.
The one-party system of the Stalinist type came about when the
mechanism of bourgeois parliamentarism was simply grafted on to
the system of socialist socio-economic relations. The one-party sys-
tem took two features from the political system of bourgeois society
which make it incompatible with the system of self-management.
Firstly, like the bourgeois parliamentary system, it excluded the indi-
vidual from having a direct hand in governing society. Secondly, by
reducing the individual’s role to that of a political citizen, it trans-
formed him into a caster of votes for personalities and not for inter-
ests, so that at the polls the citizen surrendered his general warrant to
administer society and his own personal interests in favour of politi-
cal and state executive officials and bodies. …

The primary concern of the [one-party] political system, there-
fore, is no longer to establish socio-economic and democratic condi-
tions in which the real worker can freely and autonomously pursue
his class interests and aspirations, but rather to secure the functioning
of the centralized state machinery. This kind of dogmatic theory has
fundamentally affected the development of the political systems in
contemporary socialism. Of course, everyday life has modified it and
continues to do so, but it has caused socialist practice—particularly
the development of socialist democracy—considerable harm. …

It is precisely the struggle for a more progressive democratic sys-
tem of socialism to which we should be committed. Socialist practice
has shown what pitfalls and hazards are involved in an exclusive ori-
entation toward a one-party political system. The greatest danger pre-
sented by such a system for Yugoslavia would be that the League of
Communists should become an integral part or even an appendage of
a technocratic-bureaucratic monopoly. The mechanism of monopoly
is conservative by nature, and therefore it imposes a conservative
ideology on the workers” movement. Hence such a system does not
suit our system of self-managing pluralism precisely because of its
machinery. …

It is clear, however, that as the political role of anti-socialist and
anti-self-management forces weakens, which is historically inevitable,
this special role of the League of Communists, and with it this single
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feature of the one-party system, will also weaken and wither away.
The long-term creative role of the League of Communists consists
primarily in its efforts and ability to make a theoretical and scientific
assessment of the objective laws ruling the trends and development
of socialist society, to correlate these trends on a day-to-day basis
with the aspirations and interests of the self-managing subjects …
and to mobilize the broad working masses in a drive to achieve the
goals which are set on the basis of these assessments. This means
that the Yugoslav political system, far from being a one-party system,
actually precludes any such system, just as it precludes the multipar-
ty pluralism of bourgeois society. Self-management and self-manag-
ing democracy cannot tolerate political monopoly by any forces out-
side the democratically integrated system of social self-management.
It is precisely from this self-managing democratic integration that the
organization of the state and of its highest executive organs emanates.
If a feature of the one-party system is still present in this state sys-
tem, it is only as an instrument to defend the survival and further
development of our self-managing and democratically integrated
socialist society. The more stable the system of self-managing democ-
racy becomes, the less prominent this attribute of the one-party sys-
tem will become. 

For all these reasons, our self-managing society would be taking
an extremely reactionary step backwards if it were to embrace the
political pluralism of bourgeois society or its one-party variant. What
needs to be done above all is to democratize society even further on
the principles of self-management by the working man and citizen.
Only such a status of the working people in society can lead to the
withering away and abolition of the class system of society in gener-
al, and thereby secure democracy and freedom for all. 

Source: Edvard Kardelj, Democracy and Socialism (London: The Summerfield
Press, 1978), 68–79.

Document 6:

The only real threat perceived by us [the state and party leadership 
of Yugoslavia in moments of President Tito’s illness in 1980] was a
sudden aggression by the Warsaw Pact countries with a radical objec-
tive. The aggressor would, according to estimates by the Yugoslav
military leadership, with no special preparations, be able to move
against our country about 15–20 divisions, of which four were air
and parachute divisions with seven brigades. They would deploy
strong air and tank units. … At the meeting [of the National Defence
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Council, on 13 March 1980] we all agreed that, according to all indi-
cators, one must count on a long-term war in the case of aggression.
… The Soviet leadership had not given up on its pressure against
Yugoslavia.

Source: Raif Dizdarević, Od smrti Jugoslavije do smrti Tita (Sarajevo: Oko,
1999), 49. Raif Dizdarević was the representative of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina in the Yugoslav State Presidency in 1986–1989, and from 1988–1989
its president.

Notes

1 For an explanation of the category of political frontier see Aletta Norval, Decon-
structing Apartheid Discourse (London: Verso, 1996), 4; Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics
(London: Verso, 1985). 

2 The concept of the enlightened vanguard is explained by J. L. Talmon, The Origins
of Totalitarian Democracy (London: Sphere, 1970). In Marx’s version, the intellectual
and political elites merge into one—since philosophers have only interpreted the world,
but the point was, as he famously said in his 11th Thesis on Feuerbach, to change it. 
The role of the enlightened vanguard in socialism was to be both the ultimate interpreter
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patrick, Everyday Stalinism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 

3 This vision was promoted by Croatian party leader Vladimir Bakarić, who had
taken the Italian Communist Party as a role-model. It was then developed in Edvard
Kardelj’s last book Pravci razvoja političkog sistema socijalističkog samoupravljanja
(Belgrade: Komunist, 1977), which was declared (by the LCY Presidency) the official
preparatory document for the Eleventh LCY Congress (1978). 

4 Edvard Kardelj (1910–1979) was for the whole postwar period the main ideologue
of Yugoslavia’s political system. He was both the supreme interpreter of Marxism and
the chairman of the Constitution Commission for all postwar Yugoslav Constitutions. 
A Slovene school teacher before he joined the Yugoslav Communist Party in 1939,
Kardelj was a member of Tito’s inner circle of Partisan party leaders by the time that the
Jajce meeting outlined the postwar Federation in November 1943. For Kardelj’s role in
this period see my “Yugoslavism in post-WWII Yugoslavia: from Tito to Kardelj,” in D.
Djokić, ed., Yugoslavism: Histories of a Failed Idea (London: Hurst, 2003), 157–81.

5 For a comprehensive statement of this argument, see Charles Taylor, Sources of the
self: the making of the modern identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 

6 This, however, does not mean that vision does not exist in “non-ideological,” i.e.
liberal-democratic societies. It is, however, widely felt that politics in these societies is
more “pragmatic” and less vision-driven. It is more about what is than what ought to be;
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its political elite is representative, i.e. elected. Politics in a liberal democracy is “about
power” or “all about economics.” However, this is not the case in vision-driven soci-
eties—they are legitimized by denial of reality and, if need be, by violence. 

7 For the notion of ideocracy see Jaroslaw Piekalkiewicz and Alfred Wayne Penn,
Politics of Ideocracy (Albany: Sunny Press, 1995). 

8 Party members, for example, addressed one another (and even the party leader)
with the informal “Ti” rather than formal “Vi” to emphasize the egalitarian character of
Communism; meanwhile, all party members were requested to be moral and political
role-models to others. For role-models in socialism see Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday
Stalinism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

9 In his Notes on Social Criticism (Belgrade: STP, 1965), 64, Kardelj explained this by
saying that “a man who would today try to make gold following the recipes of medieval
alchemists would be considered a charlatan or a ridiculous ignoramus.” Once defeated,
capitalism simply could not come back—this would be just like “medieval alchemists”
returning back once modern chemistry and medicine have been established. 

10 To understand the implementation of this general conclusion to the Yugoslav case,
see Miroslav Hadžić, Sudbina partijske vojske (Belgrade: Samizdat B92, 2001). For the
treatment of the ideological character of the army in socialism, see Nova Revija 57
(1987) and later issues, especially the articles by Spomenka Hribar. 

11 In Serbo-Croat, the word was podruštvljavanje države. The word “society” was
often used instead of “state.” For example, “societal ownership” (not “state ownership”);
“socio-political communities” (instead of state-territorial units), etc. 

12 To be clear: in most liberal-democratic concepts, too, the existence of the state is
justified by the threat of violence, which might occur because of the presence of the
Hostile Other, either within society or from outside (that is, in the form of “internal” and
“external” enemies). No state is neutral, and none rules out violence to preserve social
order, as defined by its ruling class or elite. The difference is that liberal democracies do
not consider the present as such an enemy that it should necessarily be excluded from
political representation. On the contrary, they allow representation of the present via
elections. On a higher level, within the extra-parliamentary sphere, they too are future-
orientated, often driven by a vision (for example, by an “American dream”), and struc-
tured not as neutral instruments of all citizens but as tools of their own elites. In this
chapter, however, we do not focus on other states but on Yugoslavia. 

13 That socialism was a period of ongoing “revolutionary” reforms was evident
especially in Yugoslavia, whose postwar political history is in fact a history of constitu-
tion-writing and endless economic and political “reforms.” In socialist societies the dif-
ference between “reforms” and “revolution” is much less clear-cut than those who are
coming from liberal-democratic tradition would assume. Gorbachev’s and Marković’s
reforms in the late 1980s were therefore perceived by many in those societies as yet
another of these “reforms,” not as an announcement of the collapse of the regime. Thus
they were tolerated for much longer than one would have expected even by the most
conservative factions of the political elite. 

14 For this see Vladimir Dedijer, Tito (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1953), 432.
Dedijer says that Tito told him: “Titoism as a separate ideological line does not exist. …
To put it as an ideology would be stupid. … It is simply that we have added nothing to
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Marxist–Leninist doctrine. We have only applied that doctrine in consonance with our
situation. Since there is nothing new, there is no new ideology. Should ‘Titoism’ become
an ideological line, we would become revisionists; we would have renounced Marxism.
We are Marxists, I am a Marxist and therefore I cannot be a ‘Titoist.’”

15 As Kardelj expressed it, “the unity of the nation is not possible unless based on a
clear platform, on a clear outlook for the future development of society.” Edvard
Kardelj, “Ways of Democracy in a Socialist Society,” in Self-management and the politi-
cal system (Belgrade: STP, 1980), 263. 

16 This is why the Party occupied the central place in the army and the defence sys-
tem in general. By formulating a “clear vision,” the party was making a decisive contri-
bution to defending the nation. In the Yugoslav case, the supreme position of the party in
defence issues was guaranteed by legal provisions which made presidents of the party
committees the “presidents of the Social Self-Defence Councils” in war or any situation
of imminent threat of war. 

17 The political leadership tagged its opponents with some of these labels to indicate
that they were not only opponents of socialism in Yugoslavia, but of Yugoslav independ-
ence too—because there was no difference between Yugoslav self-managing identity
and Yugoslav identity as such. To support any “foreign” ideology would mean to under-
mine Yugoslav identity, i.e. its independence. For example, Milovan Djilas was in 1954
declared an “anarcho-liberal” (pro-Western) and Aleksandar Ranković in 1966 a “bureau-
crat” and “unitarist” (thus pro-Soviet); the Croatian leaders of 1971 were “nationalists”
(pro-Western), the Serbian leaders in 1972 “liberals” (also pro-Western), etc. Even after
Tito’s death, the labeling continued. Slobodan Milošević was treated by the members of
the elite most loyal to the Kardelj discourse as a “unitarist” and “dogmatist” (thus pro-
USSR) when he appeared on the political scene in 1984. 

18 When talking about the liberal concept of nationhood, one needs to be aware of
the historical context in which all this happened. In the aftermath of the First World War
the liberal doctrine seemed victorious (at least in Europe), and thus it expressed itself in
its unrestricted, i.e. unreformed form. Only later were liberal concepts amended in order
to respond to the issues of minorities, collective identities and group rights. In the period
we analyze here, liberalism had no answer to these problems. Nor did it recognize the
importance of the ethnic definition of a nation, reducing the term to the political, i.e.
civic nation only. This is the main reason for its failure in Germany and throughout East
and Southeast Europe, where the concept of “nationhood” was primarily ethnic, not
political. Even when (after the Second World War) it moved to include the social dimen-
sion (as social-liberalism and/or left-libertarianism), liberal democracy offered to
minorities less than socialism. This is why the introduction of (even such reformed) lib-
eral concepts in post-Communist societies failed to convince so many (and especially
ethnic minorities) that they would gain anything in terms of their social and political sta-
tus, rather than lose everything. 

19 See Edvard Kardelj, “Ways of Democracy in a Socialist Society,” in Edvard Kardelj,
Self-management and the political system (Belgrade: STP, 1977), 130. 

20 For example, in Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Oxford: Blackwell,
1974).

21 Famously, Tito himself acknowledged this in his 1942 article in the party gazette
Proleter: “The words national liberation struggle would be nothing but words, and even
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deception, if they did not have, together with their meaning in the overall Yugoslav con-
text, a specifically national meaning for each people individually, if they did not mean,
together with the liberation of Yugoslavia, the liberation at the same time, too, of Croats,
Slovenes, Serbs, Macedonians, Arnauts [Albanians], Moslems and the rest; if the nation-
al liberation struggle did not contain the substance of effective freedom, equality and
brotherhood for all the peoples of Yugoslavia. This is the real essence of the national lib-
eration struggle.” See Josip Broz Tito, “Nacionalno pitanje u Jugoslaviji u svjetlosti nar-
odno-oslobodilačke borbe,” Proleter 17 (1942): 3. 

22 For the importance of such fears of becoming a minority, which was growing 
in all Yugoslav nations by the end of the socialist period, see my article “Fear of becom-
ing a minority as a motivator of conflict in the former Yugoslavia,” Balkanologie 1–2
(December 2001): 21–36. The socialist narrative did not know of either majorities or
minorities. The concept of minority was excluded from this narrative—it was politically
incorrect to name anyone as a “minority.” With the introduction of liberal democracy
(which was based on counting votes, and thus counting citizens too), both of these con-
cepts were promoted. Since in Yugoslavia nobody was a majority, and nobody wanted to
be “demoted” to the status of a minority, all ethnic groups felt unhappy with prospects 
of being forced to become a minority. Those fears then created aggression, especially
among those segments of the ethnic groups which were left outside their new nation-
states with the status of a minority: Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia–Herzegovina, Croats 
in Bosnia–Herzegovina, Albanians in the FR Yugoslavia, Serbs in Kosovo, Albanians 
in Macedonia, etc. 

23 The Marxist concept did not recognize the demos because the very concept of
demos is linked with elections and the state—none of which was central (or even desir-
able) in Marxist views on society. The reasons for not promoting a Yugoslav nation in an
ethnic sense have been already explained above. 

24 Hostility towards bureaucracy was not specific to Yugoslavia but a feature of all
socialist narratives, which were ideologically anti-statist. Bureaucracy is a network of
public servants, and thus of a state. Good examples of anti-bureaucratic rhetoric and
action were the Chinese Cultural Revolution and, later, the anti-bureaucratic revolution
of Milošević (1988). 

25 From the discourse of liberal democracy, such an equation of decentralisation
with democratization does not make much sense. On the contrary, the demos cannot be
created through decentralization, but only through centralization, via, for example, the
construction of a nationwide “electorate.” Neither elections nor demos were, however,
part of the Communist discourse on nation. 

26 New terms were constructed to explain the “new forms” and institutions of social
activism. These terms are almost impossible to translate into the vocabulary of liberal-
democratic societies. 

27 For this explanation, see Tito’s speech in the Yugoslav People’s Assembly on 17
June 1950, on the occasion of proposing the Law on Workers’ Self-management. The
speech is a theoretical discourse against the Soviet interpretation of Marxism. Similarly,
Kardelj’s speech at the Third Plenum of the CC LCY (March 1954) criticized the “theo-
ries of spontaneity” in Milovan Djilas’s writings. At crucial moments in Yugoslav politi-
cal history, the Central Committee meetings turned almost into philological seminars on
the meanings of Marx’s writings and of sentences/texts written/said by various “revi-
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sionists.” Being the enlightened vanguard, the party was, of course, always right, even
when its interpretation clashed with the author’s. For example, the Eighth Session of the
CC LC Serbia in September 1987 denied Dragiša Pavlović the right to interpret the
meaning of his own words (on “easily promised speed”); the party was there to interpret
their “real meaning.” For the importance of words and their interpretation in socialism,
see Vaclav Havel, “A Word About Words” (1977), in Open Letters (London: Faber and
Faber, 1991), 377–89. 

28 An excellent account of the debates between Soviet and Yugoslav Marxists on the
“withering away of the state” is given in Ivo Lapenna, State and Law: Soviet and Yugo-
slav Theory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964). 

29 They differed also in the understanding of the role of the party. In Tito’s words
soon after the split with Stalin: “The role of the party is historically limited to a certain
period. The party withers away gradually. That does not mean that a one-party system
will be superseded by a multi-party system. It merely means that the one-party system,
having superseded a multi-party system, will in turn vanish. … Therein lies the very dif-
ference between our view and that of the Soviets.” Vladimir Dedijer, Tito (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1953), 430–31. 

30 Criticism of the USSR as such was more sophisticated, since Yugoslavia could
not afford open conflict. However, criticism of “Stalinism” had no limits. Tito had more
understanding for the Soviets than some other members of the political elite, for exam-
ple, Edvard Kardelj, Koča Popović and Stane Dolanc. Some political conflicts between
Tito and these three political leaders (with Kardelj in 1967, with Popović in 1972, and
with Dolanc in 1978) were the result of different views on how far Yugoslav criticism of
the USSR could go. 

31 This is certainly one of the reasons that Yugoslavs found more difficult than oth-
ers in restructuring their identity once ideology had collapsed. The violent break-up of
Yugoslavia was the result of the weakness of the state, which was a direct consequence
of the elite’s commitment to the anti-statist concept of self-management. 

32 In this conclusion Kardelj was supported by leading Serbian Communists as well.
For the reasons why the Serbian elite accepted Kardelj’s political narrative, see my
“Zašto je Srbija prihvatila Ustav iz 1974?” Ljetopis (1998), 3: 63–104; see also the
authorized minutes of the Fourteenth Session of the Central Committee of the League of
Communists of Serbia, 29 and 30 May 1968 (Belgrade: Komunist, 1968). 

33 Indeed, many others (both in the East and in the West) shared this enthusiasm for
Yugoslav reforms and Yugoslavia’s original “third” way. 

34 For perceptions of the Soviet threat in 1968 and 1971, see the memoirs of mem-
bers of the Yugoslav political elite of that time, e.g. Miko Tripalo, Hrvatsko proljeće
(Zagreb: Globus, 1991); Dragoslav Draža Marković, Život i politika (Belgrade: Rad,
1987 and 1988); and Latinka Perović, Zatvaranje kruga (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1990). For
this threat related to the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, see Branko Mamula,
Slučaj Jugoslavija (Podgorica, 2000); and Raif Dizdarević, Od smrti Tita do smrti
Jugoslavije (Sarajevo: Oko, 1999). 

35 As exemplified by the Paris protests, the anti-war campaign in the U.S., and the
rise of the left throughout Western Europe in 1968–1972; also, Allende’s victory in Chile
in 1970. 
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36 Edvard Kardelj, “The National Question in Yugoslavia and Its Foreign Policy”
(speech given in 1973), in Edvard Kardelj, The Nations and Socialism (Belgrade: STP,
1980), 236.

37 Ibid., 286. 

38 A journalistic account of this was given in Duško Doder, The Yugoslavs (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1978). For opinion polls conducted in Slovenia (among other
issues, on perceptions of threat) see Niko Toš, ed., Slovensko Javno Mnenje 1987: pre-
gled in primerjava rezultatov raziskav SJM 69–SJM 87 (Ljubljana: Delavska Enotnost,
1987). 

39 For the importance of egalitarianism in Yugoslav socialism, see Ivan Bernik, “Func-
tions of Egalitarianism in Yugoslav Society,” Praxis International, 9 (1989): 425–32;
and Josip Županov, Marginalije o društvenoj krizi (Zagreb: Globus, 1983). 

40 For the Hoxhists–Titoists division among Kosovo Albanians, see Shkelzen
Maliqi: “A Demand for a New Status: The Albanian Movement in Kosova,” in Thanos
Veremis and Evangelis Kofos, eds., Kosovo: Avoiding Another Balkan War (Athens:
Eliamep, 1998), 207–38. 

41 Activities of the “critical intelligentsia” (i.e. “dissidents”) in Yugoslavia were in
fact tolerated (and sometimes even protected) by the elite when they limited their criti-
cism to “Stalinism,” without extending it to socialism in general. When criticising
Stalinism (and also: unitarism, centralism, statism and bureaucratism) they were in fact
on the same side with the elite itself. Closeness between the regime and intelligentsia
was demonstrated, for example, in Croatia on the occasion of the “White Book” in 1984.
On the other hand, those who attempted to criticize the Yugoslav elite by arguing that it
had not abandoned all elements of Stalinism (for example: Milovan Djilas, or the Belgrade
Six) were not tolerated but jailed. 

42 Illustration of this could be found in Doder, 1978. 

43 At first, the Yugoslav elite did not recognize the significance of the “Gorbachev
factor.” In 1985–1988 they welcomed his reforms as a “victory of the Yugoslav model,”
and failed to see the deeper consequences that this withdrawal of the main “Other” brought
with it to Yugoslavia. For the reaction of the Yugoslav political elite to Gorbachev, see
Raif Dizdarević, Od smrti Tita do smrti Jugoslavije (Sarajevo: Oko, 1999). 

44 Famously, a public scandal broke out when the then Zagreb Television (now
Croatian Television) reported that supporters of Milošević at a rally in Podgorica (then
Titograd) in 1989 had demanded help from the Russians. Allegedly, they chanted: “We
want the Russians” (Hoćemo Ruse). The organizers denied this, saying that Milošević’s
supporters chanted Hoćemo gusle (not Ruse), i.e., “We want the gusle.” To demand
Russian support would have been totally unacceptable politically. For the importance of
the gusle in the Yugoslav political tradition, see Maja Brkljačić’s chapter 1 in this vol-
ume. The link between the Yugoslav and Soviet military elites at a time when the Yugo-
slav military elite was getting increasingly pro-Milošević has been documented in Veljko
Kadijević’s memoirs, Moje vidjenje raspada (Belgrade: Politika, 1993), and also in
Borisav Jović’s diary, Poslednji dani SFRJ (Belgrade: Politika, 1995). 

45 Pro-Soviet views on the part of some Croatian separatists (especially regarding
immigration) sometimes emerged. At its congress in London in 1980, the Croatian

Communist Yugoslavia and Its “Others” 301



National Council (HNV) declared: “Better divided by Russian occupation than united by
American-supported Yugoslavia.” See Raif Dizdarević, Od smrti Tita do smrti Jugo-
slavije (Sarajevo: Oko, 1999), 54. The strategic interests of the USSR were linked with
access to the warm Mediterranean sea, the Adriatic included. This was potentially the
main link between Croatian separatists and the USSR. Apart from this, some separatist
groups among the Croatian diaspora promoted a revolutionary program, based on the
notion of “self-determination.”

46 For Titoists and Hoxhists within the Albanian nationalist movement, see Tim
Judah, Kosovo: War and Revenge (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). 

47 “It is beyond any doubt that Yugoslav society, all Yugoslav people and in all situ-
ations, will find enough strength to resist all disintegrating tendencies,” claimed Kardelj
in 1969. See Edvard Kardelj, “Yugoslavia—the socialist self-managing community of
equal peoples” (speech given in 1969), in Edvard Kardelj, The Nations and Socialism
(Belgrade: STP, 1980), 228. 

48 A good illustration of this may be found by closer analysis of international pro-
posals for Bosnia–Herzegovina. The model promoted by the high representative for this
country is remarkably similar to that institutionalized by the 1974 constitution. Liberal
notions of one-citizen–one-vote seem to be rejected as ill suited for Bosnian ethnic and
political complexity. Nobody is treated as a “majority” and nobody as a “minority.” This
was the case in Tito’s Yugoslavia too. 

49 And they were not alone in this; the West could think of no good reason either.
Respect for Tito and the assumption that Yugoslavia would continue was well expressed
by the massive attendance of world leaders at his funeral in May 1980. 

50 See Kardelj’s speech at the 12th Session of the LCY Presidency, “Aktuelni prob-
lemi daljeg razvoja našeg političkog sistema,” in Edvard Kardelj, Izbor iz dela III:
Politički sistem socijalističkog samoupravljanja (Belgrade: Komunist, 1979), 259–83. 

51 Vladimir Bakarić, “Unitarizam kao ideologija i ocjena nacionalizma u Hrvatskoj,”
speech at the Tenth Session of the Central Committee of the League of Communists of
Croatia (15 January 1970), in Vladimir Bakarić, Socijalistički samoupravni sistem i
društvena reprodukcija (Zagreb: Informator, 1974), 408–9.
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Crucial to the process of transition in the former Yugoslavia is responding
adequately to the question of responsibility for crimes committed in the
name of a collectivity, writes Nenad Dimitrijevic. However, collective moral
responsibility is by no means an uncontested concept: even in collective
crime, it can be argued, all that can be determined is the responsibility of
the perpetrators, high-ranking officers, and political authorities. Surveying
theories of collective responsibility, Dimitrijevic argues that collective
responsibility is less a matter of individual or collective guilt than a sense of
duty towards the victims and their community. 

This text [1] is devoted to the analysis not of the past but of the present.
However, the past bears immediate relevance for the understanding of my
topic: the present I want to explore may be conventionally identified as the
transition from a criminal regime to democracy. I will assume that the
character of the criminal past rules out the very possibility of a new
beginning ex nihilo, where the act of the regime change would be perceived
as a watershed between a “then” and a “now”. This implies that the legacies
of the recent past cannot be simply eradicated and made irrelevant, either
by a political choice of the new regime, or by a mere neglect. What was
happening under the old regime has not disappeared. It has rather
undergone a transformation. Having lost the capacity to act as officially
sanctioned formative moments of social and political life, the old patterns
nevertheless survive, retaining their ability to influence the present.
Therefore, the real task is not to decide whether the evil past is to be
reckoned with but to discover the character of its legacies and to choose
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fitting means of fighting them.

My focus will be on the question of collective responsibility. The question can
be formulated in the following way: is it right to inquire about the
responsibility of all individuals who belong to the group in whose name the
crime has been committed? My approach to the problem will proceed in
several steps. The first question will be whether reference to the concept of
collective responsibility after a period of mass atrocities can be justified. I
will argue that the answer depends on a combination of three factors: the
nature of the old regime, the nature of the relationship between the regime
and its subjects, and the nature of the crime committed. In section 1, after a
brief introductory presentation of transitional justice, I will explicate the
difference between regime crime and collective crime. The introduction of
the category of collective crime will be followed by identification and a short
analysis of its three stages. In section 2, I will argue that collective crime
requires addressing the issue of moral responsibility. The normative reasons
for this view will be sketched in the first section. The second section offers a
short analytical account on the meaning of moral responsibility – the
purpose of this digression is to identify dilemmas and objections that the
idea of collective moral responsibility faces. In the third and final section, I
will explicate a sketch of the concept of collective moral responsibility
appropriate for societies dealing with the mass crime of the recent past.
Contrary to the prevailing view, I will argue that this category may – and
indeed ought to – be conceptualized without the identification of a causal
relation between each member of the group and the crime committed in her
or his name. The core of the argument will consist of one specific
understanding of the correlation between individual and collective identity in
the aftermath of moral catastrophe. 

What is collective crime?

1.1 Criminal regime and transitional justice

I define a regime as criminal on the basis of two criteria. The first criterion is
the scope of the committed crime: mass murder, torture, persecution of
whole groups of the population, forced deprivation, and destruction of
property, are only the crudest forms of human rights violations and
annihilation of human dignity that characterize actions of this type of
regime. The second criterion is normalization of crime. This normalization
has at least two important aspects. The first consists in ideological, legal,
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and political institutionalization of crime: the system of values, political
arrangements, and legal norms are all shaped in a manner that allows,
justifies, and renders routine the killing of those who are arbitrarily
proclaimed as enemies. The second aspect of normalization appears as the
support of the majority of the population for the regime and its practices. I
will try to show how such normalization of crime creates moral
consequences which – unless addressed through the acknowledgement of
moral responsibility – remain as one of the most serious obstacles to the
processes of the democratic transition and return to civilized normality.

This may also be interpreted as the claim that the consequences of the
crime are such that neither the commitment to democracy, nor the
establishment of democratic political and legal arrangements suffice for
reaching the desired social, political, or cultural novelty. “Mastering the
past” in such societies requires a complex system of institutions,
mechanisms, and processes, which are usually referred to as transitional
justice. Within the scope of this paper, transitional justice shall refer to a set
of moral, legal, political, and social processes, measures, and decisions
passed and implemented during the transition to democracy. The aim of
such efforts is to remove the instruments, protagonists, and consequences
of massive violence from public and social life, and to contribute to the
creation of a community based on freedom, equality, human dignity, and
respect for the right to diversity.

The complexity of transitional justice may be rendered more precise by
pointing to three levels of responsibility for mass crime: criminal, political,
and moral. With no intention to undertake a systematic consideration of
these forms of responsibility, I will spotlight only the significant differences
regarding their aims and scope.

After the fall of a criminal regime, the distinction can be made between
immediate and derived aims of criminal responsibility. The first, immediate,
or narrower aim may be summed up as the effort to implement retributive
justice: everyone whose guilt has been established in a procedurally correct
manner is to be punished proportionally to her or his share in the crime and
its consequences. [2] Second, it is sometimes argued that in the aftermath
of the mass crime, criminal responsibility has one additional, derived, or
wider aim. It consists in affirmation of the rule of law, which until recently
did not exist. The old regime used to embody repudiation of the rule of law,
which is why the new regime has to come up with completely new answers
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to questions concerning both the character of the legal system in the
transitional period, and its place in a desired democratic system. This in turn
determines the specific role of criminal responsibility. Its goal is not merely
to punish perpetrators. It also aims at demonstrating commitment to values
and procedures on which a very different relationship between individuals
and political authority should be based in the future: “Going beyond
conventional criminal law’s role of affirming and protecting entrenched pre-
existing values, what distinguishes transitional criminal measures is their
attempt to instantiate and reinforce normative change.” [3]

The category of political responsibility applies to the members of the old
regime’s political elite, primarily to those whose actions cannot be legally
identified as criminal. The goal of political responsibility is to prevent the
members of the old apparatus from taking part in the political life of a new
community. It is usually argued that this special form of responsibility ought
to be raised for two main reasons. First, many state officials participated in
making political decisions that decisively shaped the character of the
regime. Second, even those who engaged in seemingly neutral bureaucratic
duties far from where decision-making took place expressed their loyalty by
the very fact of staying in office – to all intents and purposes equalling tacit
support for the regime’s criminal actions. 

Moral responsibility focuses on normative discontinuity with the bad past.
The preliminary argument is that organized moral reflection on the true
character and consequences of the past is indispensable in order to explain
the normative disassociation of the society from ideology and criminal
practices of the former regime, and in order to affirm a value system
appropriate to democracy. [4] This is not a moralist stance based upon
exaggerated moral indignation directed at the crime, its perpetrators, and
their society. It is better read as the position of practical morality, which is
both backward looking and future oriented. [5] Moral responsibility is meant
to point to the fact that in the criminal regime the vast majority of people
have effectively renounced valid and accepted standards of distinction
between right and wrong, good and bad, just and unjust. Hence, the task of
transitional justice should consist not in creating new or better standards of
moral behaviour but in bringing to everyone’s attention a sense of the type
of condition in which basic civilized values were all of a sudden rendered
irrelevant. [6] Decent people of today ought to know how it became possible
for decent people of yesterday to participate in, support, or tolerate the
worst kind of crime. This may also be expressed by the claim that the
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character of mass crime, the scope and manner of involvement of both the
rulers and the subjects, and the consequences of crime, require that society
in transition focuses on the re-affirmation of the sense of justice lost in the
preceding period. [7]

All three forms of responsibility are necessary in the processes of transitional
justice. Criminal and political responsibility will not suffice, even if one
agrees that their scope and aims reach beyond retributivism, in other words,
that they are also capable of bringing about significant moral insights. Due
to the character of crime and its consequences, the question of moral
responsibility requires separate treatment. In addition, moral responsibility
will need a different conceptualization. Theories of individual moral
responsibility are incapable of fully addressing the complexity of the
problem of collective crime – it is therefore necessary to introduce the
category of collective moral responsibility. Before trying to defend this view,
I should explain my understanding of collective crime. 

1.2 How collective crime is different from regime
crime

Collective crime is committed by a significant number of members of a
group, in the name of all members of that group, and upon individuals
identified as a target on the basis of their belonging to a different group. [8]
The category of “collective crime” differs from the category of “regime
crime” (“state crime”). [9] This distinction is derived from a more basic one
between two types of criminal regime. The first, which can provisionally be
called a populist criminal regime, relies on the support of its subjects: the
essential quality of its relationship with subjects is not repression, but rather
their integration into the regime, which includes a high level of ideological
and practical agreement about crime. Therefore, I will define crime
committed by this type of regime as “collective crime”. Nazi Germany and
Serbia under Milosevic’s rule provide examples. The second type of regime
could be called a “repressive criminal regime”. This presupposes the
effective independence of the regime apparatus from its subjects. In our
context, this means that the regime does not count on the approval of
criminal ideology and practices by the subjects. Such a regime requires
“merely” loyalty, understood as obedience, which is secured by a wide-
scale, arbitrary, and unpredictable threat and use of coercion. Crime by this
type of regime I label “regime crime”. An example is the Soviet Union under
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Stalin. [10]

There is one important issue we can probably raise in the case of collective
crime, but not in the case of regime crime. This concerns the collective
responsibility of members of the group in whose name the crime has been
committed. Controversies about possible responsibility of Germans for the
Holocaust have remained in the limelight of academic and political debates,
in Germany and beyond. The same goes for the question of the
responsibility of Serbs for the crimes committed against Albanians, Croats,
and Bosnians in the 1990s, during the wars in the former Yugoslavia. On the
other hand, the issue of possible collective responsibility of the subjects of
the Soviet regime for Stalin’s crimes is rarely addressed. The discussion here
is limited to the perpetrators, regime officials, and “ordinary people” whose
actions were clearly causally linked to regime crime. “Milder” forms of
support, in which the causal relationship with the crime cannot be
established – such as voting for the regime, expressing public support for it,
refraining from action in situations in which acting may have prevented a
particular crime or have mitigated its consequences – are not regarded as
sufficient reasons for raising the question of responsibility. 

How can this distinction in approaching the question of responsibility be
explained in terms of the difference between the two types of regimes, and
the corresponding difference between the two types of crime? What does it
mean to say that the question of collective responsibility may plausibly be
raised only in case of collective crime, which in turn is possible only under a
populist criminal regime? Viewed from the perspective of these questions,
we could observe that Stalin’s regime implemented only one of the two
outlined aspects of normalization of crime: ideological, legal, and political
institutionalization of violence directed against the group designated as
enemy. The second aspect – interiorization of the perverted value system,
its norms and institutions by the regime’s subjects – was never really
achieved. The regime settled for an illusion of voluntary loyalty, while in
practice it needed obedience, which was ensured by instruments of
repression. Besides, the attribute of enemy, albeit derived from ideological,
seemingly transparent class distinction, was in reality such that practically
all subjects considered themselves potential victims. This is precisely why
under Communism it was virtually impossible to create a situation that
would eventually result in collective crime. Therefore, the first summary
inference is that collective crime can be committed only under a criminal
regime whose ideological patterns the majority of population have agreed to

Page 6/27



and in which both aspects of normalization of crime are present. In the next
section I will try to clarify further the meaning of collective crime. 

1.3 The construction of collective crime

Collective crime cannot be committed by an individual, a random group, or a
collectivity understood as the mere sum of its members. It presupposes the
collective intention to commit a particular type of crime, collective
awareness about the nature of the intended crime, organized effort to
realize the intention (to perform the chosen action), and collective
awareness about its consequences. The construction of collective crime
unfolds in three stages, which, taken together, form a peculiar implicit pact
between the regime and its subjects. 

The first stage could be identified as the preparation of collective crime. It
requires both ideological mediation and legal-political institutionalization.
Ideological mediation includes practical measures of political and cultural
propaganda aimed at integrating the subjects into an organic whole, within
which any relevance of their individual identities will effectively be
cancelled. The regime will demand unconditional loyalty to the proclaimed
ideological values and goals. This will be formalized through legal and
political institutionalization of arrangements that define binding distinctions
between allowed and forbidden, good and bad, right and wrong. An integral
part of this demand for internalized and institutionally formalized loyalty will
be the requirement that the subjects consciously and unquestionably accept
the basis of legitimation and the institutional patterns of crime. The very act
of expressing support for crime means agreeing to de-subjectivization. 

The second stage consists of criminal action. Historical knowledge informs
us that criminal regimes carefully prepare and coordinate the execution of
crime. The murky rationality of this project implies the planning of a peculiar
“division of labour”: both the formulation of goals, and the manner of their
realization count on different forms of complicity on the part of the subjects.
This is where the conditions of voluntary loyalty and de-subjectivization are
to undergo the most serious test. The subjects are not expected to be mere
accomplices to, or supporters of, the criminal actions of the regime. They are
expected to demonstrate a specific kind of moral loyalty which will be
interiorized, and then manifested, in an attitude that whatever the regime is
involved in, and whatever the subjects act as accomplices to, is politically
justifiable and morally right. 

Page 7/27



The third stage of collective crime is the joint acceptance of its
consequences. If the crime has been presented as politically legitimate and
morally right, then the implicit pact between the regime and its subjects will
require that the consequences of the crime are also acknowledged as
legitimate and right. This formulation may appear as merely tautological, or
it could be argued that it delineates an obvious, almost technical
consequence of the joint participation in the crime. However, this stage is
critically important for the proper comprehension of the problem of moral
responsibility. Let it be emphasized that this acceptance of consequences
does not equal acceptance of responsibility for the crime. An analysis of the
German and Serbian cases would demonstrate something that is almost self-
comprehensible: during the criminal regime both rulers and ruled behave as
if no crime has taken place at all. This attitude is directly derived from the
ideological presentation and institutional formalization of the criminal action
as a good: the ruling ideology and valid institutional arrangements leave no
room for the explication of such activity as criminal, in other words in breach
of the law. Neither can it be publicly proclaimed as morally bad. But the
official truth is in this case still nothing more than an institutionalized lie, and
not a very powerful one: it cannot possibly hide the fact that the “good
action” consists in the killing of some people. Ideology can only say that
those “others” do not deserve to live, or that “our” action is an act of
necessary defence – it cannot, and it will not, negate the fact of killing. And
one cannot possibly assume that both the regime and “good subjects” were
unaware of the true character of this “good action”. In other words, the fact
that there may be no political and social space for these actions to be
declared criminal does not imply the absence of clear consciousness about
their character. On the contrary, we can assume that there exists knowledge
about the facts, but that for some reason this knowledge does not result in
the explicit comprehension of their character and consequences. The regime
decided, and its supporters agreed, to turn the ultimate evil into the criterion
of a politically and morally good action. This is the core of the moral
problem, and its actuality is not limited to the time-span of the old regime.

Collective moral responsibility 

2.1 Normative approach to the problem

What does the claim that this moral problem is not limited to the criminal
past mean? A short answer would be that this moral problem survives the
regime change and confronts – albeit in a different form and with a different
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force – the period of transition. One notes a kind of terrifying amoral
chronology: people who, prior to the crime, lived in keeping with minimum
moral standards, readily agreed to take part in, support, or at least tolerate
the crime once the criminal regime came to power. Once the regime was
overthrown, they went back to civilized normality, as individuals who clearly
understand the moral standards of decent society and accepted them as
their own. In what follows, I will try to give a detailed account of how
fostering tolerance for such a situation creates a political culture of
affirmation of the bad past. I believe that “bystanders” and “fellow
travellers” of the old regime, that particular “silent majority” that during the
period of crime preferred strategies of support, silence or denial,
rationalizing them as a preference for “normal life”, must realize the
immorality of their behaviour and its consequences. Departing from the
offered definitions of the criminal regime and collective crime, I am
especially interested in one aspect of the problem of legacies. What is to be
done with people who cannot be morally blamed? To repeat: can all
members of the group in whose name the crime was committed be held
responsible? Could we perhaps identify one set of conditions whose
fulfilment would lead to the conclusion that each member of the group
should be rendered responsible for everything that the criminal regime has
done in the name of the group? [11] Can there be collective responsibility,
and especially can there be collective responsibility beyond blame?

Legal and political responsibility does not qualify. Can we speak of collective
moral responsibility? A simple and intuitive starting point for justifying it may
be formulated as follows: there is something deeply disturbing and wrong in
indifference to the recent sinister past on the part of individuals who share
their group and communal identities with perpetrators of the crime. If we, in
whose name the killing was done, claim that the book of the past should be
closed, that we should all simply focus on building a better future, we are
not merely saying that the past is irrelevant, but also that injustices
committed in our name are irrelevant too. [12]

At the same time, we know this question may cause both unease and
resistance. There can be objections of principle, arguing for example that
the thesis about collective moral responsibility is conceptually and logically
untenable. The most powerful objection is that of methodological
individualism, which asks how someone who did not take part in crime, who
did not support them, who cannot be held accountable even for inactivity, in
other words someone who did nothing legally punishable and nothing
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morally wrong, can still be held morally responsible. Taken a step further,
this objection implies that responsibility for an action is always a causal
relation that can be individualized. Therefore, even in collective crime, we
can only distinguish criminal, commanding and political responsibility of
perpetrators, superior officers, and political authorities. [13] 

Objections may be contextually specific: for instance, the claim that criminal
responsibility, political responsibility, and material compensation for victims
fulfils all requirements of transitional justice. It is then argued that the
question of the moral responsibility of the group would lead only to an
“opening of old wounds”, deepening of multiple societal and political
divisions, imposing collective responsibility on the group, and – in the final
analysis – preventing society a whole from dealing with the numerous
imperatives and challenges of the transition in an organized and efficient
way. What we need in the period of transition, says this objection, is not a
backward looking but a forward-looking perspective. 

In an effort to justify the question of collective moral responsibility, I start
from the assumption that in the case of collective crime we need to think of
three relevant categories of agent. As opposed to an “ordinary” crime, one
confronts not only the victim and the perpetrator, but also the group in
whose name the crime has been committed. The question of possible
collective moral responsibility is potentially relevant primarily because of
those who belong to the last category, and, within this category, because of
those who neither took part nor were accomplices in the crime, those who
did not issue orders, including those who did not support the criminal regime
in any way.

This distinction between three types of agent is derived from the following
morally relevant features of collective crime: the number of perpetrators,
the number of victims, the role of political authority, the ideological
foundation of the crime, the manner in which the victims were chosen, the
character of response of the majority of subjects to the crime and its
justification, and, finally, the grave moral and political consequences that
occurred. In view of these features, an exclusive focus on the individual
perpetrator, her or his culpability or political responsibility – accompanied by
the exploration of the harm done to the victims – cannot be carried out by
transitional justice. First, in the case of mass crime it is often difficult to
individualize criminal and political responsibility and to distinguish
perpetrators from collaborators. Second, criminal and political justice do not
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suffice to overcome the social and cultural consequences of evil, because
they fail to obtain a clear picture of the society in which the most drastic
violations of human rights were made possible through broad endorsement
of a perverted value system, and through the complicity, collaboration, or
“passive support” of many, ranging from those at the top of government to
“ordinary people”. [14] Third, we may assume that the consequences of the
crime are such that they have somehow affect every person in whose name
these were committed.

But this is still a predominantly normative view. In order to be able to offer a
more reliable concept of collective responsibility, analytical considerations
must be introduced. First, and briefly: what is responsibility?

2.2 Responsibility in analytical perspective

Responsibility is a faculty of an agent without which there can be neither
praise nor blame for an action. In a conventional reading, it is a category
that determines the causal relationship between the subject, her or his
actions, and the consequences of those actions. Responsibility, therefore, is
a subjective feature which consists in accountability for actions one performs
and for the consequences those actions bring about, for which an agent can
be justifiably rewarded or punished. For a proper dealing with moral
responsibility we need categories of “moral agent” and “morally significant
action”. The moral agent is a person who disposes of the ability to judge,
and of the capacity to control her or his actions. Morally significant actions
are those based on certain standards of right, good, and just.

An individual possessing these subjective features can be considered
responsible in two basic ways. First, she or he will be considered a
“responsible agent” or bearer of “assumptive responsibility” or “agent
responsibility”: responsibility for future behaviour. Secondly, she or he will
be considered responsible for all actions committed and for their
consequences, or “causal responsibility”. [15] Expressed differently, this is
the difference between being morally responsible (being a moral agent), and
being morally responsible (for actions and their consequences). 

The causal relationship between the subject, her or his actions, and the
consequences that occur has two aspects: objective and subjective.
Objective causality is easy to establish: for instance, if in a porcelain store I
break a valuable Chinese vase, there will be an agent, an action, and a
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consequence. But the subjective moment of causality creates some
difficulties. If an act – in my case, the breaking of the vase – can be ascribed
to me, I will be held responsible for the consequence only if it can be
demonstrated that I performed my action freely and consciously.

Two elements of subjective responsibility are introduced here. The first
element is a specific human quality: the ability to judge, to distinguish
between right and wrong, good and bad, permitted and forbidden. But this
feature does not suffice. I may be able to see that breaking the vase was
wrong, but what if someone pushed me? Subjective responsibility therefore
requires an additional feature: freedom of choice. I am responsible if I was in
the position to freely chose how to behave, if I was free to decide whether to
break the vase or not. 

Why is it important in our context to note the difference between these two
elements of subjective causality? The first element – the faculty of judgment
– is a subjective individual quality, existing prior to, and independently of,
the act itself. My ability to judge, if I possess it, renders me responsible for
all my past, present, and future actions. If this is truly a faculty inherent in
every mature, mentally able person, then an important conclusion follows:
ability to judge is context-independent. In other words, no external context,
however difficult it may be, can possibly deprive me of it. This is not an
abstract insight: historical knowledge informs us that subjects of criminal
regimes often invoke “given circumstances” in their defence, claiming that
grave conditions under the old regime effectively denied them the ability to
distinguish good from evil. It is argued here that the overall political, social
and cultural condition rested on the confusion of the good and evil, on the
official, widely accepted proclamation of evil as the supreme good
ï¿½consequently, the individual was effectively denied moral autonomy.
However, if we accept the definition of the faculty of judgment, then this
form of denial emerges as wholly unacceptable: circumstances do not nullify
our ability to judge. [16]

But the situation with freedom of choice is different. It depends not only on
our subjective faculty of judgement, but also on the context in which our
action takes place. In the above example, if someone threatens me with a
gun and orders me to smash the vase, I will most likely do so, although I am
fully aware that such an act is objectively wrong and that it will produce
punishable consequences. But given that I was effectively denied freedom of
choice – I acted under compulsion – the question is: am I to be held
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responsible for the consequences that occurred? Compulsion, understood as
the extreme form of the external pressure on my behaviour, [17] deprives
me of that peculiar aspect of autonomy that we designate as freedom of
choice, leaving that aspect of my autonomy designated as ability to judge
intact. The question then is whether my behaviour is immune to moral
judgment. [18] In other words, am I in this situation still a moral subject
whose actions in morally important situations yield morally important
consequences?

The problem gains momentum when we note that there are actions which
seem – at least in the absence of a direct physical threat – voluntary, but in
which the subject, faced with specific circumstances, does not follow her or
his own sense of morally correct behaviour. Let’s imagine a morally
responsible individual under the Nazi regime, a man who perfectly
comprehends the regime’s criminal nature and its moral corruption, who
knows what is going on around him, and who opposes it deeply. Still, he will
not do what a responsible individual in normal circumstances is expected to
do. For example, he will not dare to hide his Jewish neighbours, although he
is well aware that their deportation is only a matter of days. He knows that
his attempt at rescuing them could be discovered (for instance, because the
third neighbour, a Nazi and anti-Semite, is suspicious of his loyalty to the
regime), and that if discovered, both he and his family would be sent to the
concentration camp. He feels that, objectively, he has no freedom of choice.
In these situations, which Aristotle calls “mixed”, we are confronted with the
question of the criterion of assessment of moral behaviour. Aristotle’s
standard for this assessment is defined by the idea of a “reasonable
person”.

Sometimes the act is done through the fear of something worse, or
for some admirable purpose; eg if a tyrant who has a man’s parents
and children in his power were to order him to do something
dishonourable on condition that if he did it their lives will be spared,
and if he did not they would be put to death: in these cases it is
debatable whether the actions are involuntary or voluntary. A similar
difficulty occurs with regard to jettisoning cargo in bad weather. In
general, no one willingly throws away his property; but if it is to save
the lives of himself and everyone else, any reasonable person will do
it. Such actions are mixed, although they seem more like voluntary
than involuntary ones; because at the time that they are performed
they are matters of choice, and the end of an action varies with the
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occasion…” [19]

Therefore, in a situation which “overstrains human nature”, when every
choice, abstractly speaking, seems morally wrong, [20] a man who puts his
own safety and the safety of his loved ones ahead of the elementary good of
those less close to him chooses one of the two inevitable evils. Aristotle
claims this situation and this action go beyond the classical dichotomy of
right and wrong, which is otherwise inherent in the conceptual determination
of moral responsibility. Such a person deserves neither praise nor
punishment. In such situations only forgiveness is possible: it is only possible
to exempt the person from moral responsibility for her or his action and its
consequences. [21]

This reasoning may look vulnerable inasmuch as it seems to create the
possibility for denial and self-exculpation of those who simply agreed to be
loyal to the criminal regime. This objection can be avoided only by the most
exact possible identification of the context that practically nullifies freedom
of choice. Therefore, the idea of a “reasonable person” makes sense only
insofar as it is accompanied by a reliable description of the type and extent
of coercion under which the individual cannot avoid behaving in a manner
that under normal circumstances would be identified as morally wrong: 

These boundaries are set by the actual state of the world, and
whether the agent is steering in this context. To steer actual
behaviour in the actual world, one must have a reasonably accurate
conception of the conditions of the world which serve as the context
within which he steers. This is not to require absolute accuracy, for
none of us would meet this condition. Rather, it is to require a
“reasonably” accurate conception of the world; one which displays
an ability to recognize one’s circumstances, and appreciate them.
[22]

Situations in which freedom of choice is effectively denied are those in which
the agent has no control over her or his actions and the consequences which
she or he knows will occur, and of whose character she or he, as an
autonomous person, is fully aware. In criminal law this would be the
argument against individual criminal responsibility for an action that has
produced a punishable consequence. It looks as if there is no reason to
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reject this argument in the analysis of other forms of responsibility. First, I
cannot be responsible for an action unless there is causal relation between
that action and its consequences. Second, even if there is such causal
relation, I will not be responsible if it can be demonstrated that I had no
control over my action, that is if a particular consequence resulted from my
being forced to act against my knowledge of consequences and my moral
conviction. In short, it seems as if moral responsibility (both individual and
collective) always presupposes the fulfilment of all conditions that determine
its notion: unless all subjective or objective moments of responsibility are
present, the agent shall not be considered responsible. Does this hold in the
case of collective crime?

3.3 Collective responsibility beyond causality 

If I want to demonstrate that collective moral responsibility for collective
crime is indeed a sustainable concept, I would have to show either that each
mentally capable member of the group in whose name the crime has been
committed had freedom of choice, that is – had the possibility to prevent the
occurrence of the crime or to mitigate its consequences, or that moments of
causality and control are of no importance whatsoever when it comes to
moral responsibility for this type of crime. If I managed to prove the former –
for example, that each and every German during the Nazi regime failed to
act in a way that was not only appropriate to the given situation, but also
realistically possible – this would indeed be collective responsibility, albeit
only as a sum of the individual responsibilities. This is known as “distributive
collective responsibility”. However, in the case of collective crime this option
should be rejected, simply because it is not plausible to claim that all
individuals under a totalitarian regime could have disposed of freedom of
choice.  

This leaves us with the second option, [23] which in itself looks vulnerable.
How can one possibly defend the claim that moral responsibility of a
collectivity can exist without elements of causality and control?

Doubts are many. Not only is it necessary to show that my not taking part in
the crime, or my inability to prevent it, will not free me from responsibility.
We must also respond to the basic objection of methodological
individualism: ascribing responsibility to a group is meaningless. Anything
that can be said about a group, or anything that can be ascribed to it, is
always reducible to the individuals of whom the group consists. Any action
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we identify as “collective” must have been performed by individuals and
therefore any consequence of any action can be ascribed exclusively to
individuals. Perhaps it is possible and even useful to identify a collection of
individuals as a group. It may even be possible to distinguish the qualities
that differentiate one group from another. But from here it does not follow
that a group is an entity with its own identity, in other words that it is an
entity capable of an action that could be recognized as the group action.
Finally, collective responsibility leads to morally unjustifiable inferences: we
first identify a group, then we observe that one or more individuals from the
group committed a crime, then we blame the group as a whole, which finally
practically means that we assign blame to each and every individual who
belongs to the group. Ascription of blame to a person is done on the basis of
belonging only, not on the basis of the morality of her or his action.

In order to respond to this objection, it is first necessary to redefine the
question of the subject of responsibility. A claim that a group, under specific
conditions, may be treated as person, as agent with its own subjectivity, is
not altogether new. Today, both theory and practice routinely recognize the
quality of an agent to many a group. Therefore, the question may be
rephrased: which qualities should a group possess in order to qualify as a
political, legal, moral subject, ie to be recognized as a responsible agent?
The easiest case is when the group is defined as a legal entity. If, for
instance, a building collapses, the architect, all engineers, chief of
construction, workers – in short, everyone who can be identified as being
involved in the construction process – will be held individually responsible.
But the construction company as a whole will also be held responsible. This
is the case of corporate responsibility, which informs us that responsibility of
a legally defined group cannot be reduced to a mere sum of its members’
responsibilities. Being legally defined as an entity capable of action, such a
group becomes a responsible agent. 

This brings us to the question of whether assumed responsibility (being a
responsible agent) is the necessary condition of causal responsibility, which
in turn may be rephrased in the following way: can only the persons, in other
words clearly defined agents, be responsible for criminal acts and their
consequences? An affirmative answer has been defended above. Therefore,
from here the following conclusion may be derived: that so-called “random
collections” – legally unstructured constellations of individuals – cannot be
agents of the collective responsibility. For example, when a gang robs the
bank, one does not talk about collective responsibility of the gang, but
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rather about the different degrees of individual responsibility of its
members. [24]

But how to approach the question of the responsibility of ethnic or racial
groups for ethnically or racially motivated and legitimized crime? These
groups are not legal subjects. Do they then lack the quality of assumed
responsibility, ie the quality of subject (person, agent), on the basis of which
they might be considered causally responsible? An affirmative answer seems
to stem from the insight that these groups lack the capability to act as
groups. If this objection is accepted, the only way to affirm the principle of
collective responsibility would consist in identifying the institution which
represents the group. This is the path chosen by Chandran Kukathas. In his
defence of collective responsibility, he suggests that it is through
institutionalization that a group becomes a clearly structured association.
This would solve the foundational problem of allocation of responsibility –
clear determination of its agents: 

Associations are groups which comprise individuals whose relations
are ordered in such a way as to require them to recognize the
authority of some person or persons to take decisions on behalf of
the group as a whole […] Responsibility lies with the institutions, not
with the individual persons – although, to be sure, individuals can be
held responsible for not performing their institutional duties, or
obstructing others from carrying out theirs. [25]

Kukathas swiftly notes that the basic weakness of this approach is that it
seems to lead all too easily to identifying the state as the responsible agent
for ethnically or racially legitimized mass crime. Mere identification of state
institutions as casually responsible for the past injustices trivializes injustice
and at the same time it is likely to create among citizens a diffuse feeling of
undeservedly imposed burden of collective guilt. Kukathas’s response
suggests that a liberal democratic state should “de-nationalize” processes of
dealing with the past, through the communication of the state with various
actors in civil society and by organizing and coordinating some sort of
deliberative forum about the past. [26]

The conclusion of Kukathas’s valuable analysis of collective responsibility
still remains incomplete. First, he pays little attention to the
conceptualization of deliberative processes that would ideally lead each
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citizen towards interiorizing the sense of responsibility. Second, the very
focus on the question of legal and political institutionalization of the agent of
responsibility may in the case of collective crime be misleading. I will try to
propose an alternative path of analysis.

We could try to focus our attention on the way in which collective crime
marks and changes the identity of the group in whose name it has been
committed. In her analysis of the question of German responsibility for
Nazism, Hannah Arendt writes that collective responsibility requires meeting
two conditions: first, that I, as a member of the group, am held responsible
for something I did not do; second, that membership in the group is
involuntary. [27] In other words, I would be responsible for what was done in
the name of the group and my responsibility would rest on my membership
in that group: what has been done in the name of the group, has been done
in my name as well. The element of “involuntary membership” underlines
the difference from being a member of a type of group that exists as an
organized entity on legal grounds, because membership in the latter is
typically voluntary. On the other hand, nations and races are pre-political
and pre-legal groups, membership of which is involuntary. 

From this elementary insight stems the powerful intuitive objection that
membership in an involuntary group cannot be morally relevant in itself.
Collective responsibility of a group for a crime committed in its name must,
hence, be founded on some other moral considerations. Therefore, we
should go back and analyze the meaning of Arendt’s first criterion – the
responsibility of a group’s member for something she or he did not do – and
examine how it is relevant to involuntary membership. 

Larry May insists that in answering this question we cannot simply
presuppose that a group is a responsible agency, for this would undermine
the principle of personal autonomy. He develops a “social-existential”
concept of joint responsibility in order to establish the criteria on the basis of
which each individual should take her or his share of responsibility for
collective crime. We are in no position to choose our ethnic or racial identity,
but in concrete situations we can decide how to respond to the concrete
challenges this membership imposes. If the crime is committed in the name
of nation, all its members have the duty to take a morally adequate stance
towards the crime. [28] This concept comes close to a kind of universal
individual responsibility that is however more than the sum of
responsibilities of all members. Agents of this responsibility are not abstract
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citizens, but persons taken existentially, who each for herself and together
with others asks about “the vision of our place in the world”. [29] Given our
different individual attitudes towards past crime, forms of responsibility will
also differ, ranging from responsibility for clearly determinable morally
wrong views (racism, for instance), to “metaphysical guilt”, devoid of any
causal responsibility – these individuals will be held responsible only on the
grounds of their membership in a group, on the basis of their shared identity
with the perpetrators. In other words, May advocates a dispersion of
responsibility within the community. However, his account of “metaphysical
guilt” fails to explain why individuals to whom a morally wrong action cannot
be ascribed still remain exposed to blame. The problem Kukathas raises –
allocation of responsibility – is inconsistently resolved, insofar as May, while
applying different criteria of responsibility, fails to thematize fully the
character of the relation between the individual and the group as the
foundation of responsibility. His existentially understood individuals are
tainted by guilt for actions they took no part in. 

Headway can be made here only if responsibility is disassociated from
blame. But how are we to do this? I want to claim that an effort to
conceptualize collective moral responsibility for collective crime must
answer two questions: first, the character of the group identity; second, the
character of the crime from the perspective of the group identity. 

I will try to explain this by focusing on nation. Obviously, nation is not a
“random collection”. This group possesses both objective and subjective
elements of identity. There is common history, inter-generational co-
existence, common language, common tradition, common memory or
oblivion, all that which we sometimes briefly identify as common culture.
This culture also embodies a value-system that informs us of a minimum set
of standards for distinguishing between good and bad, right and wrong.
These standards exist as societal norms. [30] If we accept the already
established position of various institutionalist theories, according to which
institutions embrace not only legally structured organizations, but also
formal and informal “rules of the game”, including a system of values, [31] it
may be inferred that nation is a group that is both institutionally and morally
clearly structured. In other words, nation is a group with a clearly
determined identity.

An objection is likely to be made at this point: as opposed to legally
determined collectivities, a nation is not yet a person, or agent, or more
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precisely – it is not capable of acting as nation. The institutions that
structure a nation are mainly informal. We cannot invoke the state as the
formal institutional framework of nation, for both empirical and normative
reasons. Empirically, not every nation has its state, while at the same time
many states are multinational. Normatively, personification of a nation
would lead to a collectivist attitude, in which there would be no room for
individual autonomy. The baseline of this objection reads that nation is a
legally indeterminable entity. Lawyers would say that nation has no legal
capacity. It cannot be said that “the nation did this or that”. Therefore, a
nation cannot be a responsible agent. 

How to respond to this? First, I will reiterate that here we must take up the
question of a group’s identity and the character of crime from the
perspective of that identity. Is the group’s identity such that the crime
committed in its name necessarily makes each of its members responsible?
My answer to this question is affirmative. If a nation is a group that, among
other things, relies on certain common values, then a crime committed in
the name of this nation is a violation of such values. The values in question
do not belong simply to the nation as a collectivity. These are, at the same
time, the values of each and every member of the nation: this is precisely
why we talk about common values. This is not to say that members of a
nation do not have their own individual normative standards, nor that
individual morality should be judged only by the normative standards of the
group. But, again: a nation is a group of people bound by multiple ties,
among which an important place belongs to normative standards of
behaviour in society. In the case of collective crime, a nation fell below a
certain moral threshold, defined by the nation’s own rules, customs, values,
by what we generally regard as the way of life. [32] This fall, this systematic
violation of the minimum rules of civilized inter-personal communication, has
at least two important aspects. First, its principal victims are human beings
whose only sin consists in their belonging to another group. Second, by
having fallen into collective crime, the group has deprived itself of the
normative standards necessary for its own survival as a civilized community.
Taken a step further, this may imply that as a result of the collective crime,
each member of the nation falls into some kind of the “state of nature”: this
reference to the Hobbesian condition may not be entirely meaningless, at
least to the extent that it implies a situation in which every individual would
have to reconstruct her or his own normative standards of behaviour. But
this would be an unsustainable situation, simply because the number of
individual normative standards could equal the number of group members.
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There never was such a society, or such an ethnic group. And it is precisely
this argument that could be taken as the foundation of collective moral
responsibility: in the aftermath of collective crime, we are faced with the
imperative of reconstructing the moral coordinates of our life together. 

But the argumentative trouble herein is that in ascribing moral responsibility
to a nation we are simultaneously ascribing moral responsibility to each of
its members, including those who have done nothing morally wrong. An
answer may arise from several insights into the way collective crime
becomes integrated into the individual identity of each member of the
group: first, collective crime was committed by some members of a nation,
in the name of all members of that nation; second, the crime was committed
through invoking the core of national identity – the nation’s basic values,
customs, norms, traditions, and interests; third, the crime is a grave
falsification or practical compromising of national identity. At stake is the fall
below a certain civilizational minimum, which in the practice of the life
together was known and accepted prior to the crime and which the vast
majority of the members of the group had already interiorized at the time of
the crime. 

This fall below the civilizational minimum directly targets the moral integrity
of each member of the group, independently of her or his personal attitude
towards the crime. The foundation of my responsibility becomes simply the
identity I share with the perpetrators. It is only by coincidence that I am a
member of a nation, but the crime was consciously and systematically
committed in my name. From here, it follows that the contingent nature of
my national identity is revoked by the conscious intention and action of
those who proclaimed my national name as the very reason for killing the
people of another name. In other words, the contingent nature of my
national identity dissolves, because the crime committed in my name is, in a
particular sense, the ultimate fact: the ideological foundation, the character
and the scope of the crime are such that it penetrates my individual
identity. 

If this holds good, collective moral responsibility can be understood as the
duty of all members of the group to take a moral stance towards the crime
that was committed in their name. This is sometimes called the “duty to
respond”. [33] This duty has two aspects, or two addressees. The first
addressee is the victims and their community. The second addressee is us,
the members of the group in whose name the crime was committed. 
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It is our duty to address the victims and their community. In doing so, we
publicly admit and accept a fact which we privately know very well: that the
killing was carried out in our name. It is the victims’ right to expect this
public utterance from all of us, and not only from those causally responsible
for their suffering. Why? Because evil was inflicted on them, and their
human dignity was violated in the name of all of us. I may have distanced
myself from it, I may have resisted, but the victims and their beloved ones
do not know this, nor do they have a duty to know. The fact that my
inclusion in the ideological pattern of the crime rested on ideological
manipulation and institutionalized lie, to which I perhaps consistently
opposed, ceases to be of any importance in the face of what has been done.
Once the innocent people were killed, the lie expressed in my name ceased
to be a mere lie: it has become a fact. This is why the mere fact of my
identity yields the victim’s right to demand from me an unambiguous, public
demonstration of rejection of the crime.

Hence, my moral burden is neither individual guilt, nor my share in collective
guilt, nor moral blame, but a sense of duty towards the victims and their
community. This is not a symbolic, one-time act, but rather a process of
addressing the victims. Most probably this process should take as long as
the victims feel what Linda Razik calls “reasonable fear”. [34] This
“reasonable fear”, as the victim’s attitude towards me and my group, could
be expressed as follows: 

Even if I believe you did not kill with your own hands, I don’t know
how you feel about the people who did. I don’t know if you
encouraged or approved of them. I don’t know whether you will act
like they did in the future. So I am afraid of you. If you apologize, if
you express regret, I will have less reason to be afraid, and maybe
we can find a way to live in peace together. [35]

In short, a powerful reason for joint responsibility of all members of the
group consists in the insight that the victims, even if they are not prone to
collectivizing guilt, keep reminding us of the link between our collective
identity and the crime. If we understand responsibility in an etymological
sense, as a duty to respond, then the community of victims becomes the
first addressee of the response to the question of how and why the collective
crime, an act hardly comprehensible to any normal person, became a
reality. [36] 
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This does not mean labelling the group, nor ascribing to it collective guilt or
collective blame. Moral responsibility is a practical category, which
thematizes the possibility of a civilized life in the aftermath of catastrophe.
This brings us to its second aspect, where moral responsibility is understood
as a special type of relationship among the members of the group in whose
name the crime was committed. Its principal point should not be
condemnation, ascription of guilt, paving the way for official apologies, nor
even reconciliation. It should instead be understood as the reconstruction of
the motivational patterns of behaviour that in the recent past led to a
massive violation of human rights and universal moral values. The evil past
must be subject to moral reflection by all individuals belonging to the nation,
because this past was decisively stamped by moral corruption, by the loss of
the capacity to distinguish between good and evil. What reigned in the
preceding period can be identified as the culture of the practical affirmation
of evil. The practical-political objective of reflection on collective
responsibility would be to enable citizens to regain their recently and
severely damaged capacity to distinguish between right and wrong, just and
unjust. [37] If such a goal is not accomplished, the liberal values proclaimed
by the proto-democratic regime change can easily slide into ritual facade
without any legitimizing and practical authority. This is a collective problem,
at least to the extent that we all want to live in a decent society. 
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History, Memory and National Identity
Understanding the Politics of History  

and Memory Wars in Post-Soviet Lands

Igor Torbakov

Abstract: Over the past several decades, the “politics of history” has become a significant 
aspect of domestic politics and international relations within Europe and around the world. 
The politicizing and instrumentalizing of history usually pursues two main objectives: 
first is the construction of a maximally cohesive national identity and rallying the society 
around the powers that be; second is eschewing the problem of guilt. The two are clearly 
interlinked; having liberated oneself of the sense of historical, political, moral or whatever 
responsibility, it is arguably much easier to take pride in one’s newly minted “unblem-
ished” identity based on the celebratory interpretation of one’s country’s “glorious past.” 
This article intends to explore how the memories of some momentous developments in the 
tumultuous 20th century (above all, the experience of totalitarian dictatorships, World War 
II, the “division” and “reunification” of Europe, the collapse of the Soviet Union) and their 
historical interpretations relate to concepts of national identity in the post-Soviet lands.

Keywords: history, memory, identity, politics of history, Russia, Eastern Europe

Tell me what you remember and I’ll diagnose your condition
—Aleksandr Kustaryov1

 
t the end of June 2010, a remarkable text appeared on the website of the Russian 
liberal radio station Ekho Moskvy. Its author, the prominent Russian lawmaker Kon-

stantin Kosachev, suggested that it was time for Russia to elaborate upon what he called a  
comprehensive “set of principles, an ‘historical doctrine’ of sorts” that would help Moscow 
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to disclaim, once and for all, any political, financial, legal or moral responsibility for the 
policies and actions of the Soviet authorities on the territories of the former USSR and 
the states of Eastern Europe.2 Kosachev’s proposal is simple, blunt and seemingly effec-
tive. In a nutshell, it boils down to the two key points: (1) Russia fulfills all international 
obligations of the USSR as its successor state; however, Russia does not recognize any 
moral responsibility or any legal obligations for the actions and crimes committed by the 
Soviet authorities; and (2) Russia does not accept any political, legal or financial claims 
against it for violations by the Soviet authorities of international or domestic laws enforced 
during the Soviet period. 

To be sure, Kosachev’s proposal didn’t emerge out of the thin air. His idea should be 
placed into the broader context of Russia’s attempts at crafting and pursuing the robust 
“politics of history.” Like other members of the country’s ruling elite, Kosachev appears 
to perceive memory and history as an important ideological and political battleground: 
Russia’s detractors—both foreign and domestic—allegedly seek to spread interpretations 
of past events that are detrimental to Russia’s interests, and there is an urgent need to reso-
lutely counter these unfriendly moves. Several elements of such politics of history have 
already been introduced in Russia: a set of officially sponsored and centrally approved text-
books with the highly pronounced statist interpretation of 20th-century Russian history;3 
the attempts to establish the “regime of truth” using legislative means; and the creation of 
a bureaucratic institution to fight the “falsification of history.”4  

Indeed, only one year before Kosachev’s initiative, on May 15, 2009, Russian  
President Dmitry Medvedev announced the formation of a new presidential commission 
dedicated to “analyzing and suppressing all attempts to falsify history to the detriment 
of Russia’s interests.”5 The Kremlin’s move appeared to be just the next logical step in 
Russia’s ongoing history wars with its neighbors—a step that came hard on the heels of 
a proposed law to criminalize the questioning of the Soviet Union’s victory in World War 
II and the “rehabilitation of Nazism.”6 Aleksandr Chubaryan, the director of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences’ Institute of World History and a member of the newly formed 
presidential “history commission,” has readily acknowledged the ongoing “hostilities” 
on the “historical front”: “In Russia and the Commonwealth of Independent States,” 
noted he, “there is a problem of politicization of historical knowledge, which contributes 
to the [creation of] hostile images and representations of some countries as Others.”7

There appears to be a consensus among professional historians and political analysts 
that over the past several decades, the “politics of history” has become a significant aspect 
of domestic politics and international relations, both within Europe and in the world at 
large.8 One could thus suggest that Russia’s latest moves should be seen in perspective 
and perceived as a manifestation of a Europe-wide trend, their clumsiness and cartoonish 
character notwithstanding.9 This trend toward politicizing and instrumentalizing of history 
might take on various shapes and forms in different countries, but there are basically two 
main objectives that are usually pursued. First is the construction of a maximally cohesive 
national identity and rallying the society around the powers that be. Second is eschewing 
the problem of guilt.10 The two are clearly interlinked: having liberated oneself of the sense 
of historical, political, or moral responsibility, it is arguably much easier to take pride in 
one’s newly minted “unblemished” identity based on the celebratory interpretation of one’s 
country’s “glorious past,” which is habitually regarded as “more a source of comfort than a 
source of truth.”11 I would thus argue that it is extremely important to investigate the vital 
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links between history, memory and national identity. The main objective of this article, 
then, is to explore how the memories of some momentous developments in the tumultuous 
20th century (above all, the experience of totalitarian dictatorships, World War II, the “divi-
sion” and “reunification” of Europe, the collapse of the Soviet Union) and their historical 
interpretations relate to concepts of national identity in the post-Soviet lands. Identities 
are understood here not as something immutable; by contrast, I proceed from the premise 
that identities are constantly being constructed and reconstructed in the course of historical 
process. “As communities and individuals interpret and reinterpret their [historical] experi-
ences ... they create their own constantly shifting national identities in the process.”12

I will begin with the analysis of the reasons underlying the intensification of “his-
tory wars” between Russia and its neighbors. I will then discuss the prominent role that 
the reinterpretation of the history of World War II plays in the politics and geopolitics 
of identity in post-Soviet Eurasia. The analysis of Russia’s symbolic politics will come 
next. I will conclude with exploring possible ways of reconciling national memories and 
historical narratives. 

Why Escalation?
All is not quiet on the Eastern (European) front. The past two decades following the 
collapse of the Soviet Union have witnessed an escalation of memory wars in which 
Russia has largely found itself on the defensive, its official historical narrative being 
vigorously assaulted by the number of the newly independent ex-Soviet states. Suffice it 
to recall just the most important episodes of this monumental “battle over history.”  Fol-
lowing the Soviet collapse, Museums of Occupation were set up in Latvia and Estonia; 
one of the museums’ main objectives is to highlight the political symmetry between the 
two totalitarian regimes that occupied the Baltics in the 20th century—German national 
socialism and Soviet Communism.13 In May 2006, a Museum of Soviet Occupation 
opened in Tbilisi, Georgia, following the Baltic States’ example. That same month, the 
Institute of National Memory was established in Ukraine, inspired by the Polish model.14 
In November 2006, the Ukrainian parliament passed a law recognizing the Holodomor 
(the disastrous famine of 1932–1933) as genocide of the Ukrainian people perpetrated by 
the Soviet communist regime.15 In May 2009, a landmark academic and political event 
took place in Vilnius—over 80 representatives of European cultural journals convened in 
the Lithuanian capital to discuss the topic of “European Histories.” The event’s partici-
pants agreed that a comprehensive 20th century European history has yet to be crafted, 
and that the first step toward this goal should be the integration of Eastern Europe’s 
tragic totalitarian experience into the overall European narrative.16 That same year 
also saw the adoption of two international documents that couldn’t fail to rile official 
Moscow—a resolution of the European Parliament entitled “On European Conscience 
and Totalitarianism”17 and a resolution passed by the Parliamentary Assembly of the  
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe entitled “Divided Europe Reunited: 
Promoting Human Rights and Civil Liberties in the OSCE Region in the 21st Century.”18 
Both resolutions branded Nazism and Stalinism as similar totalitarian regimes, bearing 
equal responsibility for the outbreak of World War II and the crimes against humanity 
committed during that period. The resolutions strongly called for the unconditional inter-
national condemnation of European totalitarianism. Moscow’s reaction to all of this was 
unambiguously negative; in particular, Russian lawmakers, incensed at Stalinism and 
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Nazism being lumped together, called the OSCE resolution an “offensive anti-Russian 
provocation” and “violence over history.”19 

It would appear that the lawmaker Kosachev’s programmatic initiative was also prompt-
ed by yet another perceived snub against Russia. Just days prior to posting of Kosachev’s 
blog entry, the acting President of Moldova Mihai Guimpu issued a decree proclaiming 
June 28 as the “Day of Soviet Occupation of Moldova.”20 Guimpu’s move seemed to be the 
last straw. Having conceded that in the ongoing grandiose “battle over history” the “official 
Russia” and most of its neighbors more often than not end up at the “opposite sides of the 
barricade,” Kosachev appeared to have decided that something urgently needs to be done 
about this and set forth his blueprint of Russia’s “historical doctrine.” 

There appear to be two sets of reasons behind the increasingly acrimonious disputes 
over history in which Russia is pitted against the former imperial borderlands. First is what 
might be called the “classical” politics of identity following the collapse of a multinational 
empire. Second, there is a specific geopolitical conjuncture primarily connected with the 
expansion of the European Union and the growing rivalry between the EU and Russia 
over their overlapping neighborhoods. An important subplot linked with both the Soviet 
Union’s unravelling and the EU’s eastward thrust is the struggle over the contested issue 
of Russia’s own shifting identity.

Students of anthropology, political science and postcolonialism have long explored 
history writing (and mythmaking) as part of an overarching problem of nationalism, 
national identity and nation-building. Their key premise has been that (re)writing history 
and (re)making myths is what nation-states generally do, history being a principal tool to 
construct national identity.21 It has also been argued (particularly forcefully within the field 
of postcolonial studies) that any regime change inevitably entails a confrontation with the 
past: “a new future requires a new past.”22 In cases when regime change, state-creation 
and nation-building coincide, the confrontation with the past becomes particularly acute. 
This is precisely the situation in which the countries that emerged from under the rubble 
of the Soviet Union found themselves.23

The key problem here is this: new states have emerged from the debris of the Soviet 
Union, but in many cases they exist without clear-cut identities or links to logically 
conceived “nations.” Yet, identity, as some scholars argue, is decisively a question of 
empowerment. As Jonathan Friedman has perceptively noted, “The people without his-
tory … are the people who have been prevented from identifying themselves for others.”24 
So what were, realistically, the available strategies that the newly independent ex-Soviet 
countries could resort to?

Under Communism, studies of nationalism or national identities were not a terribly 
popular topic. “National question” in the Soviet Union was routinely explored as an 
aspect of class paradigm. As it has famously been postulated, liquidation of class dis-
tinctions (creation of classless society) would automatically lead toward the solution of 
national problem—through the creation of the “new historical entity” (the “Soviet people”) 
in which national/ethnic differences would be preserved in their harmless (i.e., non- 
political) ethnographic form. National histories of the Soviet Union’s multifarious peoples 
were secondary (and highly controlled) narratives—the component parts of the Soviet 
grand narrative.

Following the demise of Communism and the Soviet Union’s unraveling, the incipi-
ent nation-states either returned to national historiographic tradition (where it existed)  
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or hastily set about creating one. One common feature has been the “nationalization of 
history” whereby the history of a newly born post-Soviet state is conceptualized as the 
history of a titular nation, the latter being associated with the titular ethic group.

Yet this strategy of nationalizing history inevitably leads to strains, both internally and 
externally. As Clifford Geertz noted, defining the national particularism may be fraught 
with inherent difficulties because “new states tend to be bundles of competing traditions 
gathered accidentally into concocted political frameworks rather than organically evolving 
civilizations.”25 Thus, “nationalization” of history centered on a titular nation cannot help 
but produce what can be called “mutually exclusive” histories, whereby national minori-
ties are excluded and/or designated as 
Others. In the situation when all post-
Soviet states are multiethnic and mul-
ticultural, the exclusivist narrative is 
counterproductive at best and outright 
dangerous at worst.

In fact, as many students of national-
ism have pointed out, the construction 
or reconstruction of identity is indeed 
a violent and dangerous process for all 
those involved—both within the newly-
emerged state and without. According 
to Friedman, “The emergence of cul-
tural identity implies the fragmentation 
of a larger unity and is always experienced as a threat.”26 Roman Szporluk, a leading his-
torian of Eastern Europe at Harvard University, agrees. The making of one nation entails 
the unmaking of another, argues he: for example, the rise of particularist identities in the 
ex-Soviet republics leads to the demise of the overarching Soviet identity; nation-building 
in Ukraine compels the remaking of the Russian nation.27

A recent Russian study based on the examination of nearly 200 school history text-
books and teacher guides from Russia’s 12 post-Soviet neighbors demonstrated that 
the trends toward nationalizing history and “othering” are gaining momentum in most 
new independent states. The report, released in Moscow in the end of 2009 and entitled 
“The Treatment of the Common History of Russia and the Peoples of the Post-Soviet 
Countries in the History Textbooks of the New Independent States,” argues that Russia’s 
neighbors are now using textbooks that present Russia in all its historical incarnations 
as the enemy of the peoples of these countries. The study’s authors note “with regret” 
that “except for Belarus and (to a lesser degree) Armenia, all the remaining countries 
have moved to present the rising generation with a nationalistic view of history, based 
on myths about the antiquity of one’s own people, about the high cultural mission of its 
ancestors and about “the cursed enemy”: the Russians. “If these tendencies continue,” 
the report concludes, “then after 15 to 20 years, the events of the 20th century will be 
completely forgotten by the population.  In the consciousness of the peoples of the 
former USSR will be formed an image of Russia as an evil empire which for centuries 
destroyed, oppressed and exploited them.”28 Remarkably, several surveys of history 
textbooks from the ex-Soviet republics conducted by local scholars (for example, the 
analyses carried out in Ukraine by Viktoria Sereda and Natalya Yakovenko, respectively) 

“Following the demise of Communism 
and the Soviet Union’s unraveling, the 
incipient nation-states either returned 
to national historiographic tradition ... 
or hastily set about creating one.”
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revealed the same prevalent trend—namely, the active use and abuse of the negative 
images of the Other.29 

Some Russian historians appear to have been unpleasantly surprised, even hurt, by 
what they called the blatantly nationalistic and viciously anti-Russian interpretations 
of Russian imperial and Soviet history by non-Russian scholars from neighboring 
states. “It is a revisiting, at a new level, of the theory of ‘absolute evil’ which used 
to be popular during the early Soviet period,” contends Moscow University Professor 
Aleksandr Vdovin. “Back then, this nefarious role in Soviet historiography was played 
by the [Russian] Tsarism that ‘oppressed the peoples of the empire.’ Now it is Russia 
that is painted as the ‘absolute evil.’”30 But more perceptive Russian and international 
commentators seem to agree that a certain degree of anti-Russian bias in the new inde-
pendent countries’ historiographies was all but inevitable. It should not be treated as an 
“unexpected phenomenon,” argues one Russian analyst; rather, it should be understood 
as a “norm.”31 In their efforts to assert their still shaky and fragile national identities and 
root them in the (re)invented national traditions, the new countries were bound to “push 
against” Russia’s official historical narrative. “The shaping of an image of the ethnic or 
cultural Other has become an inalienable part of the cultural and political mobilization 
as well as of the politics of memory pursued by the newly independent states,” writes 
the prominent Ukrainian historian Georgiy Kasyanov.32 It should come as no surprise, 
adds Kasyanov, that in the post-Soviet space it was “Russia and the Russians” who ended 
up being the “absolute champions” as far as the forming of negative ethnic stereotypes 
and “othering” are concerned. Thus the ground for “history wars” was in fact inherent 
in the post-imperial situation. These conflicts could have been somewhat attenuated had 
Russia—a former imperial overlord—had at least a modest success in what Germans 
call Vergangenheitsbewältigung, meaning coming to terms with the past.33 But it hadn’t. 
I  will address Russia’s stance in greater detail below.

Geopolitics of Identity
There is also an important geopolitical angle to this already tangled story. Over the past 
decade, Europe’s geopolitical landscape has changed dramatically. The changes involve, 
above all, the EU’s eastward enlargement and the accompanying shift in Russia’s position 
in Europe. With these momentous developments, the reinterpretation of history—particu-
larly during the wartime and postwar periods—has come to be the focus of historical and 
political controversies across Europe. As the Eurozine editorial aptly put it, “Throughout 
Europe, history is ceasing to be something for historians alone. Instead, it is becoming 
both a public issue and an instrument of politics.”34 

Why this sudden spike in the politicization of history? It would appear that the EU 
enlargement has undermined a historical consensus that used to exist within and among 
the Western European countries with regard to World War II and postwar experiences.35 
As some scholars have pointed out recently, three main narratives of war and dictatorship 
exist in regard to Europe: a Western European story, a Soviet/Russian story, and an Eastern 
European story. Interestingly, the first two are somewhat similar in that both tend to high-
light the glorious victory over Nazi Germany, successful postwar reconstruction, and the 
long period of postwar peace and economic development. By contrast, Eastern Europeans 
were largely focusing not so much on “liberation” as on the dark years of Soviet occupa-
tion and dreaming of their eventual “return to Europe.”36 
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The leading Western historians of Eastern Europe, such as Norman Davies and  
Timothy Snyder, long argued that the West badly misunderstood the East European expe-
rience. “What seems to have happened is that western opinion was only gradually informed 
about the war in Eastern Europe over forty to fifty years and that the drip-feeding was 
insufficient to inspire radical adjustments to the overall conceptual framework,” Davies  
argued several years ago.37 But it is precisely Eastern Europe’s devastating war experience 
that needs to be “recovered” and reintegrated into a European historical narrative. One 
has to remember that arguably the most awful acts of carnage and violence in Europe in 
the 20th century occurred in what Snyder calls the “bloodlands”: the territories of Poland,  
Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine.38 The sad irony, though, is that because after the war’s 
end these countries found themselves behind the Iron Curtain and under Stalinist 
rule, their histories were marginalized or expelled altogether from a general European 
account. This “postwar exorcism,” to use Michael Geyer’s term, was carried out through 
a particular organization of knowledge about Europe. The latter, neatly following the 
postwar division of Europe, was split into national histories of Western Europe and area 
studies for Eastern Europe. Thus, “historiographic elision” was firmly institutionalized.39 
Curiously, it appears to linger on, even more than twenty years after the Wall fell. As 
Snyder contends, “[E]ven as East Europeans gained the freedom to write and speak of 
their own histories as they chose after 1989 or 1991, and even as many East European 
countries acceded to the European Union in 2004 and 2007, their national histories have 
somehow failed to become accepted as European. Their histories have failed to flow into 
a larger European history that all, in East and West, can recognize as such.”40 

But now the enlargement has made the accommodation of the Eastern European perspec-
tive inevitable—as a necessary precondition for the solidarity of the extended EU. Pushing 
aside “the other half” of European history runs the risk of undermining the project of Europe-
anizing national histories. Furthermore, “it thwarts an assessment of Europe as a whole.”41

But as Eastern Europeans are pushing for the reintegration of their disastrous war experi-
ence into a (pan-)European narrative, they rarely manage to resist the temptation to turn the 
reinterpretation of World War II into the key element of their countries’ politics of history. 
The reason behind this is simple. Most Eastern European nations now view the wartime 
and postwar period as a “useable past”—crucial for strengthening separate identity, giving a 
boost to populist nationalism, externalizing the Communist past, and casting their particular 
nation as a hapless victim of two bloodthirsty totalitarian dictatorships. The German histo-
rian Wilfried Jilge specifically points to the tendency of Eastern European intellectuals to 
construct what he terms the “national Holocausts” and thus confer on their nations a status 
of victim—and the perceived moral high ground that goes along with it. “From this position 
of moral superiority, the crimes of one’s own nation are justified as defensive actions,” writes 
Jilge in an article tellingly titled “The Competition of Victims”—the phrase he borrowed 
from the former Polish Foreign Minister Wladyslaw Bartoszewski. “In this context,” Jilge 
goes on, “national stereotypes serve to distance ‘one’s own’ national history from ‘false’ 
Soviet history and thus to ‘cleanse’ ‘one’s own’ nation of everything that is Soviet.”42

This is yet another example of how Russia’s Eastern European neighbors, while 
reinterpreting their most dramatic 20th century experiences, are also reshaping their  
identities. They craft their historical narratives in such a way as to reposition themselves 
in Europe, seeking to strengthen their own sense of Europeanness and distinguish them-
selves from Russia, which is often cast as a non-European, Eurasian power—in a word, 
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as Europe’s constitutive Other. This is, of course, a problematic historiographical strategy.  
A number of Eastern European intellectuals note that almost everywhere in Eastern Europe, 
the new ruling elites chose to base—in varying degrees and shapes—their ideological 
legitimization on the conservative counterrevolutionary tradition that was dominant in the 
region during the interwar period, as well as on the mythology of the “national resistance” 
whose multifarious forms also included the collaboration with Nazi Germany, perceived 
as a suitable ally in the struggle against “Russian Communism.” For this purpose, the 
Eastern European elites seek to (re)construct their countries’ wartime histories as a story 
of the “national liberation struggle.” In these new historical narratives, says Tamas Krausz, 
one of the leading Hungarian specialists in Eastern European history, “Russia is made a 
scapegoat.” Another negative consequence of this historical reinterpretation, Krausz and 
other like-minded Eastern European intellectuals argue, is that it is being accompanied by 
the rehabilitation of the ethnic nationalist thinking.43   

Some Russian policymakers and analysts have taken to accusing Russia’s neighbors 
of a “perverse habit” of nurturing and cultivating their collective “complexes and syn-
dromes” in order to charge Russia with “imperial ambitions” and present it as a hos-
tile Other. What they ignore, however, is that those countries do have real and deeply 
ingrained syndromes that are being fed by what they see as Russia’s reluctance to come 
to terms with its past. In his brilliant 1946 essay “The Misery of the Small East Euro-
pean Countries,” the outstanding Hungarian political thinker Istvan Bibo specifically 
noted a peculiar psychological trait common to all nations of the region. This common 
trait, he argued, is an existential fear of the ultimate destruction of a national entity born 
of the centuries of catastrophic experiences: foreign conquests, partitions by stronger 
neighbors, ruthlessly crushed revolutions, violently suppressed liberal reforms. This 
fear, Bibo tells us, was linked to the concrete policies of a number of great powers that 
used to throw their weight around Eastern Europe: Ottoman Turkey, Hapsburg Austria, 
Germany and Russia.44 But while the first three have undergone profound transforma-
tions and have ceased to be perceived by the “small East European countries” as a threat, 
nervousness about Russia appears to persist.    

I would argue that the Eastern Europeans’ lingering wariness of Russia is directly 
linked to the present-day Russia’s ambiguous international identity. On the one hand, 
Russia claims legitimacy in Europe as a post-Soviet European state; on the other, it 
presents itself as the legal continuation of the Soviet Union. The latter stance entails 
two important implications: Russia’s claim to a status of great power with a sphere 
of “privileged interests,” and its reluctance to fully recognize Soviet/Stalinist crimes.

Russia’s Predicament: Facing Up to the Difficult Past  
While Coming to Terms With the Great Loss

There is no question that Russia is seriously affected by this new historiographic situation 
stemming from the confluence of the post-imperial controversies and the history debates 
born of the recent geopolitical changes in Europe. It should not then come as a surprise 
that Moscow responds, sometimes very harshly, to what it perceives as a challenge to 
its national interests. The latter are believed to be particularly gravely threatened by the 
“hostile interpretations” of World War II (or what is better known in Russia as the “Great 
Patriotic War”). My key point here is that, similar to its Eastern European neighbors, 
Moscow’s conduct, too, can only be properly understood within the context of Russian 
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identity politics.45 After all, what is at stake—as it is perceived by the Russian elites—in 
the ongoing history wars with the former Eastern Bloc satellites and ex-Soviet republics 
is no less than Russia’s status as a “European nation.”

So long as the erstwhile historical consensus remained intact, Russia’s victory over 
Nazism legitimized its “great power” status in Europe and its sphere of influence in the 
eastern part of the continent. The new historical controversies over the nature of the Soviet 
“liberation” of Eastern Europe effectively undermine Russia’s status as the “liberator of 
Europe” and erode whatever symbolic capital it might claim to prop up its “Europeanness.” 
What we are witnessing is basically a “clash” of two very different notions of “liberation.” 
In today’s Europe (and, for that matter, the United States), the liberation of Europe in World 
War II is inseparably welded with the idea of democracy—the restoration of democratic 
order in that part Europe which was cleansed by the Western Allies of the “brown plague.” 
Such interpretation presupposes that whatever the Soviet Union did in the eastern half of 
Europe that fell under Stalin’s control could be called anything but “liberation.”46  

Nowhere was the Russian official narrative—and the identity based upon it—challenged 
so vigorously of late as at the 2009 Vilnius Conference on “European Histories.”47 Address-
ing the gathering, Valdas Adamkus, the outgoing president of Lithuania, reminded his 
audience that for Eastern Europeans, it is not just the defeat of Nazi Germany that comes 
to mind on May 8, 1945. “For Lithuania, like many other eastern European nations, May 
8 of 1945 did not bring victory over violence, but simply change of oppressor,” Adamkus 
has forcefully stated. “Once again, history was turned into the handmaiden of politics and 
ideology and thrust upon Lithuania and its people to cover up injustice and crime, distort 
facts, slander independence and freedom fighters.” Yale historian Timothy Snyder would 
completely concur. Attacking in a 2005 article what he called a “common European narra-
tive”—which is largely shared by Moscow—Snyder asserted that 1945 “means something 
entirely different in most of Eastern Europe—for most citizens of the states admitted 
to the Union in May 2004. For them, 1945 means a transition from one occupation to 
another; from Nazi rule to Soviet rule.” Now, participating in the Vilnius gathering, Snyder 
offered his reinterpretation of Europe’s tragic 20th century experience that, according to 
one observer, “in key respects threw into question the established historical consensus.”48 

Such treatment of the wartime and postwar developments is regarded in Moscow as 
a direct attack on Russia’s image as a great European power—a status that the Kremlin 
leadership values highly. To get a better sense of the true extent of Moscow’s wrath, one 
has to understand that 1945 represents the absolute pinnacle of Russia’s geopolitical might: 
some scholars have argued that following its defeat in the Crimean war in 1856 and until 
the Soviet victory in WWII Russian power has been in a relative decline.49 “Don’t forget,” 
Tony Judt reminded us, 

that as seen from a historian’s perspective, a historian of contemporary Europe, Stalin was 
in many ways the natural successor to Catherine the Great, and the tsars of the 19th century, 
expanding into the Russian near west, and to the Russian southwest in particular—territories 
that Catherine began her expansion into, which have always been regarded as crucial by  
Russian strategists, both because of access to resources, access to warm water ports, and 
because it gives Russia a role in Europe, as well as in Asia.50 

Just consider two plain historical facts: Russia was among the biggest losers in World 
War I, and saw its statehood crumbling and the borderlands seceding, while World War 
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II results confirmed at Yalta and Potsdam turned Russia (in the form of the Soviet Union) 
into the world’s second superpower—a status that included Moscow’s immense geopoliti-
cal clout in Europe. However, Russia’s four-decades-long dominance over Eastern Europe 
was brought down in a series of “velvet revolutions” in 1989. As one pithy comment put 
it, “Russia was the main victor in WWII and the main loser in 1989.”51 

But what is particularly important for my discussion here is that, unlike most of its 
Eastern European neighbors, the post-Soviet Russia has refused to view the EU as a 
norm-maker and is reluctant to accept its standards and values.52 At the same time, Rus-
sian leadership adamantly insists that its country is inherently European—as European as 
any other major European state. One cannot find a better expression of this attitude than 
a defiant passage in Vladimir Putin’s 2005 Annual Address to the Federal Assembly. As if 
reiterating Catherine the Great’s famous dictum, Putin forcefully asserted that “Above all 
else Russia was, is and will, of course, be a major European power”:

Achieved through much suffering by European culture, the ideals of freedom, human rights, 
justice and democracy have for many centuries been our society’s determining values. For 
three centuries, we—together with the other European nations—passed hand in hand through 
reforms of Enlightenment, the difficulties of emerging parliamentarianism, municipal and 
judiciary branches, and the establishment of similar legal systems … I repeat we did this 
together, sometimes behind and sometimes ahead of European standards.53 

Such a stance, naturally, implies that Europe should be held to Russian standards of Euro-
peanness, too. So when Moscow castigates the “rehabilitation of fascism” in certain parts 
of Europe or lashes out at the “glorification of Nazi collaborators” in some Baltic states 
or in Ukraine, it claims it protects European values—the ones that the EU itself allegedly 
chose to ignore. Thus Russian leadership’s jeremiads against the “inadmissible revision of 
WWII results” should be read as an element of its strategic ideological ambition to advance 
an alternative interpretation of what Europe means.54 

There is also a very important domestic dimension of Russian leadership’s struggle 
against the “revision of World War II history.” Here, a myth of the “Great Patriotic War” 
or, more precisely, a myth of the “great Victory” plays a pivotal role. Created in the 1960s, 
this myth—in which the memory of war, with all its unbearable everyday hardships, untold 
number of victims, millions of POWs, chaos of evacuation, etc., had been replaced by the 
memory of victory—was successfully exploited by the Soviet Communist rulers.55 First, 
it provided an effective means of legitimization for the political power. Second, it was a 
powerful instrument of identity politics as it told an uplifting story of a “birth of the Soviet 
people in the crucible of the total war.”56 

Since the Soviet collapse, however, both the rulers and the Russian public at large have 
found themselves in a tight spot: while the former were facing the crisis of legitimacy, the 
latter was experiencing the crisis of identity. The Yeltsin regime, particularly in its early 
years, sought to build both its legitimacy and Russian identity on the idea of “democratiza-
tion” and “joining the civilized world.” During the Putin “fat decade” of energy revenues’ 
windfall, the cornerstone of legitimacy and identity building was seemingly apolitical—the 
narod was encouraged to “get rich” and swap political freedoms for the unbridled freedom to 
consume. Yet by the mid-1990s, one could perceive a gradual return to the concept of Great 
Russia—a country that remains a great power throughout all the trials and tribulations of its 
turbulent history. This image inevitably entails an evocation of epic struggles with powerful 

218 Demokratizatsiya



and perfidious foes from which Russia would emerge triumphant under the stern leadership 
of strong and benevolent rulers. In this sense, the officially peddled myth of the “great Vic-
tory” becomes an indispensable tool for the reconstruction of Russian identity. 

The official commemoration of the “Great Patriotic War” also appears to be the sole 
ideological mechanism that can be employed to foster Russia’s social cohesion. Accord-
ing to Carnegie Moscow Center analyst Nikolai Petrov, “There is absolutely nothing else 
in the whole of Russian history that can be used to unite the nation.”57 Petrov’s remark is 
significant in that it reveals what arguably constitutes Russia’s most formidable “historio-
graphical” problem—namely, the lack of even a minimal consensus within the Russian 
society as to the interpretation of the country’s turbulent past, following the century of 
violent political upheavals. To achieve a healthy degree of cohesion, within any society 
there should be a certain public agreement as to the basic values system upon which rests 
the whole edifice of historical memory of the given society. After all, any “memorial 
construct” is a system of values; the “memory as such” simply does not exist. As the Rus-
sians fail to agree on how to treat the most significant episodes of their country’s past, the 
“victory myth” is being used by the ruling elites as a kind of “social glue.”58   

Treating the “Great Patriotic War” as a “usable past” also fits into a broader strategy of 
“normalizing” Soviet history which has been vigorously pursued under Putin. “Normaliza-
tion” of the Soviet past as a “part of our glorious thousand year old history” contributes to 
the revived ideology of statism as a perennial source of Russian identity.59 

Integrating the Stalin period into a greater Russian story is not just an elite project—the 
polls demonstrate that it is generally supported by the masses. For the West in general and 
Russia’s Eastern European neighbors in particular, the process appears both puzzling and 
menacing; increasingly, there is talk about Moscow’s backlash and imperial comeback. 
There is, however, a compelling psychological reason for the rise of such public attitudes, 
and some more astute commentators contended that a backlash in one form or another was 
inevitable. One has to understand, notes Judt, that for the majority of Russians, the demise 
of the Soviet Union involved the loss of not just territory and status but also of a history that 
they could live with. “Everything has been unraveled before their eyes,” says he, adding 
that any other nation would have been morally devastated by such an experience.

If this had happened to Americans, or Brits, it would have been culturally catastrophic; to lose 
the equivalent of, say Texas and California, to be told that all the founding fathers right down 
to FDR were a bunch of criminals, to discover that you are regarded as on the par with Hitler, 
in terms of the accepted description of 20th-century evils that we have since overcome.60 

No wonder, then, that the “trope of loss,” as Serguei Oushakine demonstrates so well in 
his The Patriotism of Despair, has become the most effective and widely used symbolic 
device which Russians employ to make sense of their Soviet experience in the post-Soviet 
context.61    

There is, of course, a vexed question about the interrelation between the glory of the 
“Great Patriotic War” and the horrors of Stalinist terror.62 Some liberal Russian scholars 
have skillfully demonstrated how the memory of the war is being (ab)used to construct 
a kind of “blocking myth” in order to suppress the memories of the totalitarian regime’s  
terror, of the Gulag and other crimes of the period. If the atrocities perpetrated by the Soviet 
regime do occasionally pop up in the official narrative, they are presented as some insig-
nificant episode in the otherwise heroic and glorious Soviet history.63 But one also must 
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bear in mind the existence of significant differences in the ways the trauma of the Soviet 
collapse affected public perceptions and memories of Russians and those of their neighbors 
in Eastern Europe: “In Russia itself, the disintegration of the USSR was linked much more 
closely with the painful immediacy of everyday survival than with archived horrors of the 
Great Terror… The need to equate the Soviet Union with the Stalinist regime, which was 
so crucial for many Western [and East European] commentators, was less obvious in the 
midst of [Russia’s] post-Soviet changes.”64 

And yet, the ambiguity of a Russian official position, rooted in the inability of mak-
ing a comprehensive and honest assessment of the nature of the Soviet regime, makes it 
extremely difficult for Moscow to approach the crucial issue of responsibility that appears 
to be at the heart of history wars in the post-Soviet space. 

Warring Histories and the Question of Responsibility
Remarkably, while arguing for the need to craft Russian “historical doctrine,” the law-
maker Kosachev has correctly defined the core reason of Russia’s current predicament: it 
lies, he notes, in the simple fact that the present-day Russia is a legal successor to the Soviet 
Union. He also notes, again correctly, that this legal continuity involves both positive and 
negative implications. But then, when he spells out the key points of his “historical doc-
trine,” he takes on a markedly contradictory stance. Russia, Kosachev suggests, can carry 
on as the USSR’s successor state but is not responsible—politically, morally, financially 
or otherwise—for any criminal acts committed by the Soviet regime. 

But this stance is untenable. As some leading scholars (such as, for instance, Andrei 
Zubov) have long pointed out, the issue of legal continuity is the crux of the matter and 
this is exactly what differentiates Russia from all other countries of Eastern Europe.65 
While in 1991 Russia chose to become, in legal terms, the continuation of the USSR, all 
ex-communist countries of Eastern Europe (including some former Soviet republics) opted 
to reestablish historical continuity with their pre-communist state entities. Thus, if today’s 
Russia is a direct successor of the Soviet state—the fact all Russia’s ruling bodies will-
ingly accept—then it bears full responsibility for the actions and crimes committed by the 
Soviet regime against both its own people and foreign citizens throughout that regime’s 
entire history. 

The correlation between Russia’s legal continuity and historical responsibility remains 
a hotly contested issue even within the liberal segment of Russia’s scholarly community. 
As Valery Tishkov, Director of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology at the Russian 
Academy of Sciences, has passionately argued recently, “Russia’s being a legal successor 
[to the USSR] in terms of external debt, property abroad or international agreements does 
not mean that, say, my relatives from the Urals who were victims of Stalinist repressions 
and I as their descendant bear responsibility for the grave errors or criminal policies pur-
sued by the Soviet ruling clique that to a significant extent consisted of the migrants from 
Georgia and Ukraine.” Yet Tishkov does agree that the “problem of [Russia’s] historical 
responsibility in all its aspects merits a new discussion.”66 However, within the Russian 
liberal milieu there is a more subtle and nuanced understanding of responsibility than 
the one suggested by Tishkov. The proponents of this understanding talk not so much 
of “historical guilt” as of the “civic responsibility for the country’s past.” This means 
that contemporary Russians are not literally “guilty” of the crimes committed during the 
Soviet rule, but that they have accepted the inheritance and, along with it, all its debts.  
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Without this moral act, the argument proceeds, any civic responsibility for the present and 
the future is simply unthinkable.67 The unwillingness of official Moscow to even discuss 
this issue—which Kosachev’s proposal unambiguously declares—will only raise the sus-
picions among Russia’s neighbors.

Yet even more important, of course, is the issue of Russia’s own identity. Back 
in 1991, Russia, too, had two options: to reestablish legal continuity with the 1917  
pre-revolutionary Russia or to choose to become a legal successor to the USSR. The 
choice, as is well known, was made in favor of the second option. Although some com-
mentators hold that “it is unlikely that those who took this decision really understood the 
consequences,”68 Boris Yeltsin appeared to have understood (if only post factum) the differ-
ence between the two options as well as the possible implications. In his memoirs, having 
explained the reasons for the actual choice that the Russian leadership made at the time, he 
then mused about what might have happened had the Russian Federation chosen to become 
a successor to the pre-revolutionary Russia: “Now I think to myself, what kind of Russia 
would we be living in had we chosen another path, if we had revived the legal succession 
of pre-Soviet Russia—the Russia that the Bolsheviks destroyed in 1917.” Russia, Yeltsin 
suggested, would have become a different country, living according to different set of laws 
that would give priority to personality and not to the state: “We could have lived according 
to completely different rules—not by the Soviet principles of class struggle … but by laws 
and principles that respect individual rights.” “It would have been a bold step to admit our 
historical mistakes and restore the country’s historical succession,” Yeltsin asserted and 
then added, tellingly: “The outside world would have treated us differently too.”69

Russia’s first president was right on the mark. Nothing undermines trust and sours 
the relations between Russia and its neighbors more than the reluctance of Russian 
policy elite to fully come to terms with the Soviet past, recognize the crimes of Stalin-
ist regime and acknowledge all the wrongs it did both to Russian people and the other 
peoples of the former USSR and Eastern Europe. Kosachev and other Russian politi-
cians argue that the Kremlin leadership has already condemned Stalinism and, besides, 
Russia is one of its many victims. Indeed, certain liberal-minded segments of Russia’s 
political leadership who are interested in the strengthening of their country’s ties with 
the West seem to have embarked on their own, as yet rather feeble, de-Stalinization 
campaign.70 In an apparent attempt to politically mend fences with Poland, the Rus-
sian Duma officially recognized that the Katyn Massacre—the execution in 1940 of 
about 22,000 Poles by the Soviet security police—was committed on direct order by 
Stalin and other Soviet leaders. Prior to this unprecedented statement, the Polish film 
“Katyn” was shown on Russian television, and President Dmitry Medvedev, on his 
visit to Warsaw last September, awarded the Order of Friendship to Andrzej Wajda, 
the film’s celebrated director.71

But these declarations are definitely not enough. Russian human rights activists have 
long asserted that in Russia, the memory of Stalinism is invariably a memory of victims 
but not of the committed crime. Twenty years after the end of Communist rule, there isn’t 
even one legislative act in which the state terror would be unequivocally characterized as 
crime.72 Nowhere is it stated that the extra-judicial bodies created during the Soviet period 
were a bad thing: since they were formed on the orders of the supreme organs of the Soviet 
power, they are deemed to be perfectly legal. As a result, Russia finds itself in a vicious 
circle. Without the legal assessment of the crimes committed by the Soviet regime it is 
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impossible to advance public education based on the liberal values, but the present-day 
Russian authorities are reluctant to pass a legal judgment on the Stalinist misdeeds.73

Some more enlightened members of the Russian elite, however, appear to clearly 
see where the problem lies. It is rooted, the chairman of Russia’s influential Council on 
Foreign and Defense Policy Sergei Karaganov states bluntly, in “the legacy of Soviet 
socialism”—that is, “Stalinism” and its consequences. In his recent essay published in the 
government newspaper under the telltale title “A Russian Katyn,” Karaganov argues that, 
so far, Russians “have not found in themselves the strength to recognize that all Russia is 
one large Katyn” filled with “the nameless graves of millions of victims of the regime” 
that ruled over the Soviet Union for most of the last century.74 “Over the past year,”  
Karaganov noted,

both the president and prime minister have condemned Stalinism. And all the same, we 
have not dared to fully reject its inheritance, to repent for the outrages committed by us and 
our ancestors over ourselves and our own people. …Without bowing before the victims of 
Stalinism and without recognizing the guilt of their own country before them, we will remain 
inheritors only of another part of our people—their executioners, guards, and snitches, of 
those who voluntarily de-kulakized [the country] and destroyed the churches.75 

Remarkably, Karaganov has made a direct link between Russia’s inability to 
face up to its “dark past” and the country’s international image: “The anti-Russian 
sentiment is strong also because we ourselves are unable to part with the worst in our 
history.” This is what Russia’s liberal scholars and rights activists have been arguing 
for years. But such a statement, coming from a person of Karaganov’s stature and 
appearing in a government daily, becomes significant.76 It appears to indicate that, 
although in today’s Russia there is no open and nation-wide discussion of the country’s 
unpalatable past comparable to the famous Historikerstreit in Germany in the 1980s,77 
the acute struggle over the interpretation of history does take place even within the 
establishment. This largely internal struggle accounts for the seemingly contradictory 
moves that the Russian authorities are making. Notably, President Medvedev who 
signed the infamous decree on the creation of the “commission against falsifications 
of history,” appointed last October Mikhail Fedotov, previously head of Russia’s 
liberal-leaning Union of Journalists, the Kremlin’s top human rights advisor. Upon his 
appointment, Fedotov wasted no time to declare his sweeping de-Stalinization agenda. 
Russia has no future, he argued, unless it can overcome its totalitarian mindset and 
understand the full scale of Stalin’s repressions. He further contended that Russia’s 
Soviet legacy was inextricably linked with its main problems such as corruption and 
lack of press freedom. He also announced that he would soon present Medvedev with 
a package of proposals to eradicate “totalitarian thinking.”78 This was apparently done 
at the meeting of the Council on Civil Society and Human Rights in Yekaterinburg 
on February 1, 2011, which was attended by President Medvedev. There a group of 
liberal intellectuals headed by Karaganov and Arseny Roginsky, head of Memorial, 
announced the launch of an ambitious project titled “On the Perpetuation of the 
Memory of the Victims of the Totalitarian Regime and on National Reconciliation.” 
This project, which should become a “mass movement for restoring historical memory 
and justice,” is aimed at no less than the radical transformation of the consciousness 
of both Russian society and the Russian elite. 
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 Remarkably, what is at stake, according to the project’s leaders, is the (re)creation 
of a new Russian identity, without which, they contend, “progress will be impossible.”79  
The direct link that is made between de-Stalinization and the forging of Russia’s new 
post-Soviet identity is instructive. Drawing on the German postwar lessons, liberal-
minded Russian intellectuals and political thinkers argue that, like the de-Nazification 
and the campaign of the collective guilt in Germany following the Nazi era, the ideology 
and politics of de-Stalinization should become an instrument of the thorough reforming 
of Russia’s political and social system. For Russia, this de-Stalinization agenda is both 
urgent and strategic as it should constitute, according to one comment, an important 
aspect of the country’s “new identity, new ‘national idea,’ if you wish.”80 Ultimately, a 
new social norm should take root that would reject excessive violence and the primacy 
of the state interests over those of the individual and instead uphold the principles of tol-
erance, compromise, and societal dialogue. As a result, Russia’s entire political culture 
will have been transformed.  It would appear, though, that Russia is in for a long haul. 
The country’s elites seem to be divided over the kind of identity they wish for Russia: 
either that of a derzhava that bosses around in its geopolitical backyard or that of a 
law-governed European state in peace with its neighbors. Thus Russia’s contradictory 
“politics of history” is likely to continue. If anything, President Medvedev, judging by 
his remarks at the Yekaterinburg meeting of the Human Rights Council, was not ter-
ribly impressed by the proposals advanced by a group of Russian liberal thinkers. He 
reiterated that both he as president and Russian parliament have already made political 
statements with regard to Stalinist period and its crimes, while it is up to the courts to 
pass any legal ruling in these matters. So it’s unclear, he argued, what else could be 
done here.81  On the other hand, Russian public attitudes also indicate that there is an 
uphill struggle ahead. According to the 2009 survey of the Levada Center, Russia’s well-
respected independent pollster, around 49 percent of Russians believe that Stalin played 
a largely positive role in the country’s history, while only 33 percent hold that he was a 
negative historical figure.82 In a sense, suggests the liberal political analyst Kirill Rogov, 
Russia “finds itself in a situation similar to the one that West Germany experienced in the 
beginning of the 1950s, when seven years after the destruction of Hitler’s Third Reich 
and the actual completion of de-Nazification campaign it turned out that Nazism had 
remained part of the national political consciousness, and one third of Germans were 
ready to justify it one way or the other.”83  

Conclusion
Is it realistic to believe that post-Soviet states will ever do without politics of history and 
that the memory wars between them will eventually end? I would begin discussion of this 
question by suggesting that while national images of the past will never fully coincide, 
it appears feasible to reach some reconciliation between them and thus avoid creating  
negative identities. Such reconciliation can be achieved in the course of a broad and 
mutually respectful dialogue between national memories and historical narratives. All the 
participants of this dialogue would agree that while national memories are not congruent 
and historical narratives might diverge, one’s image of the past could only be enriched 
through the knowledge of alternative interpretations. 

Such dialogue, however, will only be possible if three formidable obstacles are overcome. 
The most important obstacle is authoritarian political culture. As Karl Schlögel argues, 

 History, Memory and National Identity 223



“Authoritarian conditions are hostile to memory. A mature historical culture and a civil 
culture belong together.”84 Indeed, scholars have noted the close correlation between regime 
type and the degree of regime’s reliance on historical myths.85 True, all regimes resort to and 
rely on myth-making. But in liberal democracies, political legitimacy is much less dependent 
on the unifying historical narrative that would foster compliance with government policies 
than it is in authoritarian regimes. Genuine democracies are thus much more tolerant of 
dissent, controversy, competing ideas and can afford the luxury of treating history that chal-
lenges habitual assumptions with relative equanimity. This trait, in the words of the eminent 
British historian Michael Howard, is a mark of maturity. By contrast, authoritarian leaders 
prefer to feed their subjects with what Howard calls “nursery history.” In his view, “[A] good 
definition of the difference between a Western liberal society and a totalitarian one—whether 
it is Communist, Fascist, or Catholic authoritarian—is that in the former the government 
treats its citizens as responsible adults and in the latter it cannot.”86      

 The second problem is the widespread perceptions that mass publics hold about what 
history actually is. Sociological surveys demonstrate that in most post-Soviet states, people 
are largely unaware of one fundamental thing—that studying history is a complex and con-
tinuous process in the course of which what used to be perceived as “historical truth” can (and 
should) be refuted as new evidence emerge or new interpretations are advanced. According 
to the recent data provided by VTsIOM, a Russian pollster, 60 percent of the respondents 
hold that history should not be revised, that past events should be studied in such a way 
which would exclude “repeat research” leading to new approaches and interpretations. Only 
31 percent of those polled believe that the study of history is a continuous and open-ended 
process. Furthermore, 79 percent spoke in favor of using one single textbook when teaching 
history course in schools—lest the young minds get confused by alternative interpretations. 
Symptomatically, 78 percent supported the creation of the presidential commission charged 
with fighting “falsification of history,” and 60 percent said the passing of a “memory law” 
criminalizing the “revision of WWII results” would be a good thing. Ironically, when 61 per-
cent of Russians say that “national interpretations” of the past are inadmissible, they appear 
to be oblivious of the fact that their own interpretation is no less “national.”87   

This picture of public attitudes should correct an oversimplified perception of symbolic 
politics in the post-Soviet lands as basically a one-way street whereby the discourse that 
serves the interests of ruling elites is being imposed upon society. In more ways than one, 
the prevalent attitudes toward history and memory demonstrate the meeting of the minds 
between the rulers and the ruled in Eurasia. 

It would appear that these attitudes can be changed only slowly through the chang-
es in the way national histories are written in Russia and other ex-Soviet republics. 
And this is the third big problem that needs to be tackled. It would be naïve to believe 
that national governments (or die-hard nationalists, for that matter) will one day stop  
regarding (and exploiting) historical narrative as a useful means of nationalist mobiliza-
tion. After all, common history is what holds the imagined community together. So an  
ethnic-centric, “nationalized” history is likely to persist. But what is needed, assert some 
leading historians, is to supplement a traditional national narrative by multiethnic or, better 
still, transnational approach. “Transnational” or “transcultural” history, argues Andreas  
Kappeler, would be based on “multiperspectivity and comparison, investigate inter-
actions, communications and overlapping phenomena and entanglements between 
states, nations, societies, economies, regions, and cultures.”88
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These new approaches would probably still not help overcome the divide between 
memories in the post-Soviet world. But as I have stated above, there is no need to try 
bridging the gap between national memories. This goal is unattainable. The objective to 
be pursued is much more modest: to promote understanding of other perspectives and 
interpretations. 
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National narratives and new politics of memory in Georgia

Zaza Shatirishvili*

University of Chicago, Chicago, USA

This paper examines three dominant forms of national narratives concerning
the fate of the Georgian nation: the old or classical narrative concerning the
salvation and rescue of the Georgian nation despite imperial aggression; the
narrative of the ‘Rose Revolution’ telling of the birth of a new nation; and a
third narrative of the Georgian Christian Orthodox Church. The first narrative
was favored by the old socialist intellectuals and has been eclipsed by the
second narrative favored by ‘new intellectuals’. Likewise the Orthodox
narrative is not anchored on ancient Georgian churches but the new Shrine of
the Trinity in Tbilisi. The paper argues that all three narratives embody
realms of memory in Georgia and are vital to the understanding of impulses
behind Georgian politics. It also suggests that Georgia has not so far
undergone a full secularization in the Western sense and has been unable so
far to construct new secular realms of memory though the old secular realms
associated with the Shevardnadze era have been devalued. The article
concludes by briefly discussing the significance of the Georgian intellectual
Merab Mamardashvili whose grave in a common cemetery demonstrates the
possibility of ‘spontaneous’ or ‘vivid’ memory.

Keywords: narrative; Perestroika; semiotic; intelligentsia; nationalism;
memory; deconstruction; authority; secularization; monumentality

Within the frame of the modern Georgian context one can speak of three national

narratives. The first narrative is an ‘old’, i.e. ‘classical’ and ‘solid’ narrative. It is

the history as well as story of the salvation and rescue of the Georgian nation

despite invasions and imperial aggression over the ages. At the same time, it is

characterized by eschatological insight: the present is always tragic; however, the

future is fair. The narrative was introduced and elaborated by the founders

of the liberal-national movement – Ilia Chavchavadze (1837–1907), an author,

publicist and ‘pater patriae’, and the other liberal authors and publicists of the

late nineteenth century and the first third of the twentieth century.

The institutionalizing of this narrative as university disciplines in literature,

philology and history took place in the late nineteenth century and the second half of

the twentieth century. The first institution of the narrative was the Department of

Kartvelology (Georgian Studies) at St. Petersburg’s University (from the beginning

of the nineteenth century to 1917); later it was Tbilisi State University – now known
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as Tbilisi Ivane Javakhishvili State University – the first Georgian graduate and

postgraduate school, which was founded in 1918.

The ‘golden age’ of the classical national narrative was the 1960s–1980s, when

Georgia was a part of the USSR, and when the future hero of ‘Perestroika’, Edward

Shevardnadze (born in 1929), was the first Secretary of the Central Committee of

the Communist Party of Georgia (1972–1985). The narrative was ubiquitously

unfolded through literature, cinema and theater. However this narrative reached its

high-water mark in 1988–1991 when in Georgia, which was still part of the USSR,

in the 1990 parliamentary (or, more precisely, ‘the Supreme Council’) elections,

held against the background of Perestroika, the Georgian national movement

defeated the communists and in May 1991 Zviad Gamsakhurdia (1939–1993), a

dissident author and philologist was elected. However, the triumph was ended not

only by military coup and civil war (1991–1993) but also by the fragmentation of

the ‘classical’ and ‘solid’ narrative.1

If narrative 1 is a narrative of salvation, narrated by ‘old’ Socialist

‘intelligentsia’, narrative 2 has been narrated by ‘new intellectuals’. This narrative

is that of the ‘Rose Revolution’, which was signaled by the deposing of

Shevardnadze and the beginning of Mikheil Saakashvili’s epoch (2003). In a

certain sense, the Rose Revolution is a ‘cosmogony’, narrating the birth of the new

nation and ‘the mighty Georgian state’ from Shevardnadze’s chaos. This is, in

fact, a narrative told by state officials and those intellectuals dependent on them.

The visual representation par excellence of this narrative is the statue of

St. George, a hero mounted and armed with spear piercing a dragon.

According to cosmogonic myth, this hero represents the cosmic demiurge

(creator) and the pierced dragon symbolizes primordial chaos.2 The statue was

created by the Zurab Tsereteli,3 an artist who was successful in the communist

era and acknowledged by the Communist Party, but who is now best known

for creating the profusion of monuments that decorate post-socialist Moscow.4

(It is a weird mixture of forms, which echoes the postmodern kitschiness of the

Rose Revolution semiotic regime in general.) It is significant that the

monument was erected in the central square, which in the communist period

had been named after Lenin, and on the very spot where Lenin’s statue once

stood. Lenin’s statue was demolished in 1990, during the period of the collapse

of the USSR, and the square was renamed ‘Freedom Square’. The space stood

empty for 15 years until, in 2006, the new government erected St. George’s

Monument.

Narrative 3 is ‘Orthodoxy as the Georgians’ Genetically Inherited’ religion.

Its institutional foundation is, apparently, the establishment of the Georgian

Christian Orthodox Church – patriarchate.5 Narrative 3 pretends that it, and

only it, is a plenipotentiary representative of the Georgian culture. In the

contemporary period the Georgian Church is the national church of the

Georgian nation, and its narrative has become the national narrative. The visual

representation of the narrative is the Shrine of the Trinity in Tbilisi. The

designing of the shrine was initiated in 1989 in the communist period; its
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construction was begun in 1996 in Shevardnadze’s presidency; and it was

completed after the Rose Revolution.

These three narratives are in collision with each other and the influence of this

collision determines the form of modern Georgian nationalism. In fact, the

collision is focused around narrative 1 and its heredity.6

After the Rose Revolution there were attempts to undermine and marginalize

narrative 1, mostly taking the form of a ‘rhetoric of conspiracy’: ‘You are Soviet

relicts and spies and emissaries of Russia’ (i.e. the people of the Russian culture)

the new officials used to say ‘the old’ intelligentsia; on the other hand, narrative 2

against the new intellectuals (now the official establishment) used to apply the

‘typological-phenomenological’ rhetoric as following: ‘in turn you are zealot

Bolsheviks’, ‘olds’ used to say to ‘news’. ‘New intellectuals’ (i.e. narrative 2)

used to apply also ‘the rhetoric of conspiracy’ against narrative 3: ‘you are a

branch of the Russian Church’, they used to say to the Church establishment.

It must be emphasized that all three narratives are amalgamated so that rational

and conspiracy elements are mixed and intermingled with each other.

If Shevardnadze’s second, post-Soviet, period of rule (1992–2003) was

marked by ‘new business’ that represented the fusion of the old communist

bureaucracy with the ‘old’ intelligentsia, the new official establishment was an

offspring of the ‘marriage’ of the NGO sector and the ‘new academy’.7 The new

intellectual elite’s self-assertion was initiated by victimizing the ‘old’ (Soviet)

intelligentsia and by appropriation of its narrative. Today ‘Soviet’ means the both

old structures as well as the Russian culture.

It must also be stressed that, in general, ‘the Russian argument’ (a specific

version of conspiracy theory rhetoric) determines all three narratives: intelligentsia

is ‘Russian’, authority and ‘new’ intellectuals are ‘Bolsheviks’ and the Church is

also ‘Russian’, i.e. a branch of the Russian Church.

The marginalization and victimization of the ‘old intelligentsia’ and

simultaneously the appropriation of the ‘old narrative’ is the main modern cultural

trend. But who is the ‘legitimate’ successor of Ilia Chavchavadze as pater patriae

and whose ‘domain’ is the Georgian nation’s history? Concerning the controversy

between St. George’s Monument and the Shrine of Trinity, i.e. ‘gigantomachy’,

it entails such an inquiry within the space of visual culture: who will possess the

‘White Shrine’, i.e. the university named after Ivane Javakhishvili, the visual

representation of the Georgian ‘classical’ narrative and the realm of memory.

Lieux de mémoire or new politics of memory

All three aforementioned narratives are associated with realms of memory or, as

the contemporary French historian Pierre Nora calls them, lieux de mémoire:

Our interest in lieux de mémoire where memory crystallizes and secretes itself has
occurred at a particular historical moment, a turning point where consciousness of a
break with the past is bound up with the sense that memory has been torn – but torn
in such a way as to pose the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites
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(realms) where a sense of historical continuity persists. There are lieux de mémoire,
sites (realms) of memory, because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, real
environment of memory.8

The realms of memory in Tbilisi associated with narrative 1 include Tbilisi

State University named after Ivane Javakhishvili (founded in 1918); the Pantheon

at Mtatsminda where pater patriae Ilia Chanchavadze (1907) and other Georgian

poets, authors and political leaders are buried; the Museums of Georgian History

and Georgian Arts; ‘Old Tbilisi’ (the historical district of Tbilisi), mythologized

by Grishashvili; 14 April (the date, in 1978, when the students and intelligentsia

organized a great demonstration, while Georgia was still part of the USSR);

26 May (the day of independence of the first Independent Georgian Republic,

1918–1921); the Symbol of Georgia – the Monument of ‘the Georgian Mother’

(by sculptor Elguja Amashukeli; erected in 1958); etc.

It is apparent that these realms are artificially constructed; they do not pertain

to ‘living and spontaneous’ memory.9 Therefore the criticism of the realms

entails protest in the part of the society what is caused by fear of the erasure of

memory. For example, when in the 1990s a few articles were published about ‘the

Mother of Georgia’ sculpture suggesting deconstruction of the monument’s

symbolic function, opponents argued referring to the violation of ‘national

values’.10 It is important to remark that Amashakuli’s monument, from the point

of view of aesthetics, more reflects totalitarian monumentality rather than the

stylization of the traditional ‘national’ art.

The example apparently discloses that major parts of the realms of memory were

created in the totalitarian epoch: the Museum of History was created in the 1940s

and 1950s, and the Pantheon at Mtatsminda in Stalin’s period, in the 1930s it was

transformed into the Pantheon. The contemporary Rose Revolution government

and its supporters want to forget the totalitarian origin of these realms.11

As I have already mentioned, one of the central places in Tbilisi is the Pantheon

at Mtatsminda, which in the nineteenth century was simply a prestigious aristocratic

necropolis. Mtatsminda is one of the peaks of the Trialeti Range, which overlooks

Tbilisi from the northeast side. (Since the sixth century, the monastery of St David

of Garejeli has stood there; therefore the mount also has another name: Mamadaviti,

‘Father David’.) There the representatives of the imperial aristocracy and the

military-bureaucratic establishment as well as famous social figures and statesmen

used to be buried. The origin of the necropolis is also a fact worthy of attention:

In 1829 the ambassador of the Romanovs’ Empire, the famous dramatist Alexander

Griboedov (1795–1829) was buried on Mtatsminda by his widow Nino, daughter

of the Georgian romantic author and diplomat Alexander Chavchavdze (1786–

1846). Griboedov’s crypt, where Nino Griboedova-Chavchavadze was later buried,

was ornamented by his wife with the following epitaph in the Russian language:

’12

In 1930 there was a premeditated purge of Mtatsminda: the Russian imperial

generals’ and bureaucrats’ graves were removed. In their place, Georgian writers

buried in various places (for example, Vazha Pshavela) and top representatives
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of the Communist Party of Georgia were reburied (Mikha Tskhakaia, Philipe

Makharadze, Silibistro Tordia – distinguished Georgian Bolsheviks). Since then

Georgian authors, artists and scientists have been buried there. In a certain sense,

the Pantheon at Mtatsminda reflects that canon of nineteenth- and twentieth-

century Georgian culture.

In 1990 a new purge of Mtatsminda was initiated: the representatives of the

Communist Party (for example) were reburied in various places and in their place

the leader of the 1990s’ national-liberating movement, the famous dissident,

Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s friend, Merab Kostava (1939–1989) and one of the

Georgian émigrés and member of 1924 anti-Bolshevik uprising, Alexander

Sulkhanishvili (1900–1990) were reburied. It is interesting to remark that up now

the only realm of the Soviet memory remaining untouched is the burial place

of Stalin’s mother, Ekaterine Jughashvili (1856–1937). Her grave is still on

Mtatsminda. This circumstance demonstrates that Stalin, at least unofficially,

pertains to the Georgian national narrative. Another visual sign is his monument

erected in his native city, Gory, and his immense museum, which embraces the

one-room small house where Stalin was born in 1878. According to conjecture,

the house is in fact a restoration instead of being a true relic.

When in 1990 Lenin’s monument in Tbilisi was thrown down and shattered,

and the ‘bas relieves’ of Stalin and other communist leaders were thrown down

from the building of the Institute of Marxism-Leninism and demolished, it was

the first revolutionary attempt of deconstruction of the Soviet realms of memory

and construction of the national realms of memory (at the same time the

destruction of monuments of other leaders of communist party took place in

Tbilisi as well as throughout Georgia). Since then the deconstruction and

rewriting of the ‘communist’ and ‘Soviet’ realms have been in progress. But it is

crucial to note that if until 2003 the construction of memory had been achieved

mainly through erasure, since the Rose Revolution the creation of new memory

has been initiated.

The new realms of memory have been associated with narrative 2. The Rose

Revolution as a new narrative is the story about ‘the birth of a new nation’: how a

new and ‘strong Georgia’ on 23 November was born from Shevardnadze’s chaos

and corruption. In fact, Shevardnadze resigned on 22 November. However, the

new holiday informing the birth of new Georgia was 23 November since the feast

day of St George (one of the most popular early Christian saints) in the Orthodox

Church. Extremely paradoxically, two feasts were hybridized: narrative 1 was

attached to narrative 2; the revolutionary authority accentuated that he is the only

righteous representative of the unique and solid national narrative.

However that is not the end of the paradox. The creation of St. George’s

Monument, which was later erected on the former Lenin’s Square (currently

Freedom Square), was entrusted to the artist Zurab Tsereteli, one of

Shevardnadze’s cronies in Soviet times, whose name in Russia as well as

Georgia is associated with Soviet monumental art, and in the contemporary period

is associated with the art that now decorates post-Soviet Moscow. Tsereteli’s art is
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regarded as controversial from the aesthetic point of view. It is also worth noting

that even while confronting Russia politically, the new authorities entrusted the

creation of the monument to the active President of the Russian Academy of Art.

The project of the monument caused heated discussions in intellectual and artistic

circles in Georgia. Few television broadcasts were devoted to the issue. Yet Zurab

Tsereteli’s creature was erected on 23 November, on the third anniversary of the

Rose Revolution.

One more artificially constructed realm of memory is the Museum of

Occupation, which pretends to represent the Soviet past critically. However it is

interesting that the attribute ‘Soviet’ according to the new narrative is equated

with ‘Russian’, and the republic of 1918–1921 is declared as the immediate

predecessor of the new authority of 2003. One of the signs is the opening of the

museum on 26 May 2006, the anniversary of the foundation of the first Republic.

The museum in fact is an installation:

The exhibition space provisionally is divided into three parts. The first part is a hall
which in comparison with the main hall is smaller and is convinced as forming main
impression [sic!]. For reflection of the twentieth-century tragedy, even one display
exhibited in the hall narrates the tragedy. The display is the goods wagon of the train
of Shorapan tragedy.13

Shorapan is the place where in 1924 the Soviet authorities shot the

participants of the anti-Bolshevik insurgency in the goods wagons of a train.

The train is also a hybrid and multidimensional image: the main TV clip of

the 2003 Rose Revolution was associated with the train symbol; and in

2003–2004 President Saakashvili’s main metaphor for the new Georgia was also

a train (‘Georgia now is a train of progress and democracy!’).

The realms of memory of narrative 3 – ‘Orthodox Christianity as the only

true Georgian identity’ – are not ancient Georgian churches and monasteries, but

instead the ultra-new cathedral Shrine of the Trinity, which has been built for

10 years in Tbilisi. The Shrine of Trinity is an enormous building, which

continues the tradition of Soviet monumentality rather than that of the ancient

Georgian architecture. It was conceived and designed as ‘one of the highest’

churches; the height and monumentality represent the ‘Georgian soul’ and the

‘Truth of Orthodoxy’.

Two memorial events are associated with the Trinity Shrine: the hero of the

anti-Bolshevik resistance Kaikhosro (Kakutsa) Cholokashvili’s (1888–1930)

deposition in 2005 and Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s (the first president of Georgia)

deposition in 2007. Although both of them were buried in the Pantheon at

Mtatsminda, the official funeral and farewell rites were performed together by the

Georgian Church and civil authorities in the Trinity Shrine.

It leads to the conclusion that it is very hard to find such realms in Tbilisi

(and in general in Georgia) which are not connected with Church ‘legitimation.’

On the one hand it demonstrates that so far Georgia is unaware of secularization

in the Western sense, and, on the other, it unfolds that despite the revolutionary

nature of the new authority, at the level of symbolic actions it is unable to
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construct entirely ‘new’, secular realms of memory. Perhaps the only exception is

the Museum of Occupation.

The depositions well demonstrate that the revolutionary authorities strive to

connect three epochs: (a) the 1918–1921 republic; (b) the epoch of Zviad

Gamsakhurdia (1988–1991); and (c) the Rose Revolution of 2003. The Soviet

epoch is represented merely as the anti-Bolshevik resistance, while the period

1992–2003 (the second post-Soviet period of Shevardnadze) as ‘empty and

illegitimate time’. Respectively, the realms of memory associated with the Soviet

and Shevardnadze periods have been devaluated and deconstructed or ‘the

valuable’ realms have been attached to the desirable periods.

Realms of memory and locus of philosopher: public intellectual Merab

Mamardashvili

And where is the locus of the philosopher in this turmoil of national narratives

and realms of memory? Where is the locus of leisure and contemplation? We are

searching now for this unachievable place or chronotopos . . . I will try to

demonstrate the tension between realms of memory and the locus of the

philosopher in post-Soviet Tbilisi.

The significant example of the rewriting of memory is deliberate

‘forgetfulness’ of perhaps the most influential Georgian thinker and philosopher,

Merab Mamardashvili (1930–1990) and the realms of memory associated

with him.

A philosopher and public intellectual, Merab Mamardashvili opposed Zviad

Gamsakhurdia’s radical nationalism in 1990. While the proximal cause of his

death was an unexpected heart attack, there can be no doubt that this was brought

on by Gamsakhurdia’s supporters’ permanent and targeted defamation (personal

humiliation in public as well as private space). According to them,

Mamardashvili was ‘a traitor of the Georgian people and a spy of the Soviet

security’. Mamardashvili’s monument which was created by his friend, the

American artist of Russian-Jewish origin, the Soviet artist and dissident, Ernst

Neizvestnyj (1925–), was placed in the center of Tbilisi, at Rustaveli Avenue,

between the telegraph buildings and the constitutional court. Until 1990, the

Institute of Marxism-Leninism was located in the building of the current

constitutional court, while in its left wing, the Institute of Philosophy was located.

Mamardashvili worked in the Institute after moving from Moscow in 1980.

When Mamardashvili’s monument was erected on this site in 2001, it was

conceived that the philosopher’s monument was placed beside the Institute of

Philosophy. In 2005, because of educational reforms, the part of the institutes

of the system of the Academy of Sciences (according to authorities, the heredity

of the socialism system) was abolished and the other part was replaced. The

buildings, due to the radical neo-liberal privatization characteristic of the Rose

Revolutionary government, were transferred to private owners. The Institute of

Philosophy also was replaced.

Small Wars & Insurgencies 397

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
N

eb
ra

sk
a,

 L
in

co
ln

] 
at

 1
0:

11
 2

0 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
15

 



When Mamardashvili’s monument was erected in 2001, Shevardnadze’s

authority created the realm of memory which would represent the resistance of

the Georgian liberal intelligentsia against Gamsakhurdia’s radical nationalism.

Mamardashvili ought to be turned into the symbol of the controversy to

Gamsakhurdia’s anti-liberal regime. Mamardashvili deliberately sacrificed

himself to the terror provoked by Gamsakhurdia against him. However, in

1993 Gamsakhurdia himself became the victim of the coup d’état and civil war,

which were initiated at the end of 1991 and were ended by Gamsakhurdia’s

murder (or suicide) in uncertain circumstances.

But Mamardashvili had not been the leader of the collective resistance. His

resistance to the authority was personal mental and verbal controversy with the

authorities. Therefore after Gamsakhurdia’s rehabilitation and his deposition to

the Pantheon at Mtatsminda, Mamardashvili’s monument expressed the same

thing that was expressed by Mamardashvili in his life: atopia (atopos – ‘without a

place’: Plato’s attribute for Socrates) for a philosopher and intellectual within the

disposition of national narratives and realms of memory. It is also crucial that

memory was the cornerstone of Mamardashvili’s philosophy; a large part of his

philosophy is dedicated to the interpretation of Marcel Proust and his concept

of memory.14

Mamardashvili is buried in a common cemetery in Tbilisi between his

parents’ graves. The simplicity and simultaneity, in strict sense being inserted in

‘native’ context accentuates the fate of human and personal being in the

disposition of national narratives and realms of memory. Mamardashvili’s

personality lucidly demonstrates the locus of ‘spontaneous and vivid memory’, or

as Proust would say, ‘involuntary memory’ (mémoire involontaire), which in

contemporary times is a property of exclusively individual psychology.15 The

constructed realms of memory demonstrate that spontaneous and vivid memory

forever left the forms of collective existence.16

Notes

This article is part of a larger project: ‘Caucasus and Balkans in the Midst of the Imperial
Discourses, National Narratives and Literary Texts’.
1. Today there are available mainly two ‘local’ versions: one of the versions is

associated with ‘an old’ (‘Soviet’) intelligentsia; the other is shared by Zviad
Gamsakhurdia’s divided and scattered followers.

2. F.B.J. Kuiper, ‘Cosmogony and Conception: A Query’.
3. Zurab Konstantines dze Tsereteli (Georgian: zurab wereTeli, Russian:

; born 4 January 1934 in Tbilisi) is a controversial
Russian-Georgian painter, sculptor and architect who holds the office of President of
the Russian Academy of Arts.

4. About Tsereteli’s Moscow monuments, see the brilliant article: B. Grant, ‘New
Moscow Monuments, or, states of innocence’.

5. About the significance of religion in contemporary Georgian national discourse, see:
S. Serrano, ‘Religion in Contemporary National Discourse’; P. Manning,
‘Materiality and Cosmology: Old Georgian Churches as Sacred, Sublime, and
Secular Objects’.
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6. There is not any left intellectual movement discourse, or speaking more precisely, it
is absolutely marginalized.

7. Simultaneously, due to serious redistribution and rearrangement of the business
sphere, there appeared a new alliance between authority and business. However, this
issue is beyond the scope of this paper.

8. P. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, 7.
9. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History’, 8–9.

10. http://forum.ge/?showtopic¼33578515.
11. P. Manning suggests that ‘one reason that they can is that the socialist state made

some attempt to keep the national narrative separate from the state socialist narrative,
so that the pantheon only contains ‘cultural’ national intelligentsia and not, for
example, state nomenklatura. This was partly because the national narrative provided
the cultural teleology for the technocratic rule for the Soviet state, allowing the
persistent misrecognition that somehow the national narrative was independent of
the state narrative under socialism’ (oral commentary).

12. ‘Your spirit and deeds are immortal in the memory of Russia, but why I outlived you
my Love!’ (Chorogolashvili, Mtatsminda, 54).

13. http://www.pol.ge/archive/okupaciis.html.
14. [Merab Mamrdasvili, On Proust].
15. Nora, ‘Between Memory and History,’ 14–15.
16. Ibid., 19.
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How Is Communism Displayed? 
 

Exhibitions and Museums of Communism in Poland 

 

IZABELLA MAIN 

 

 

 

 

 
It was a cold Monday in early December 2006. On the way to work I 
passed a tram stop. A black and white poster with heavy red lettering 
“Thou Shalt not Kill” hung on the wall of a tram shelter. It hung between 
two colorful posters, one with a girl saying “I am looking for a mummy 
and a daddy”—part of a social campaign for adoption—and another 
“Apocalypto by Mel Gibson”—a movie advertisement. My first idea was 
that the black and white poster must relate to the fairly controversial anti-
abortion debate. Yet, a closer inspection explained everything: there was a 
large, blurred picture of a street with a tank and some people, alongside 
two small black inscriptions: “13 December 1981. Katowice” and “The 
Pacification of ‘Wujek’ Coalmine.”1 The quote from the Ten Command-
ments was in red ink—the color of blood, of the workers’ movement and 
of Communism. It was a public exhibition about one of the most tragic 
events of Communist rule in Poland. In spite of many years of investiga-
tions and trials, nobody has ever been found guilty on the basis of the 
existing evidence. Interestingly, there was neither a caption nor an au-
thor’s name. It was an anonymous public commemoration.  

The end of Communism and the introduction of parliamentary democ-
racy led to the transformation of symbolic spaces and the public sphere in 
Eastern Europe. In Poland, pre-war national holidays, such as 3 May and 
11 November, were re-introduced, while the communist celebrations of 22 
July and 7 November were erased from the calendar of state holidays. 
Furthermore, the names of streets and squares were changed throughout 
Poland, many monuments to Soviet leaders and heroes were removed, and 
new monuments and memorials commemorating previously neglected 

                                   

 1 “Wujek” coal mine is in Katowice. On December 16, 1981, after the introduction of 

martial law, the workers on strike were brutally attacked by the army and riot police, 

who opened fire, killing nine and injuring twenty-one miners. 
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heroes were constructed.2 The national coat of arms was changed by the 
new Constitution: the White Eagle was given a crown—a return to the 
pre-war emblem.3 Members of former opposition and informal groups 
established a number of institutes and centers for the promotion of history 
and heritage by supporting research and publications as well as organizing 
educational programs and projects.4 Historical research and studies about 
the period of the Polish People’s Republic (PRL) flourished after the years 
of neglect, in part thanks to the fact that the archives were becoming more 
accessible. An enormous number of books, memoirs, and several new 
journals have been published, and many historical debates have taken 
place in newspapers and journals. It seems that history has become one of 
the best represented subjects in the media and on the Internet, although 
not necessarily reflecting the interests of a society which is often more 
concerned about the current economic and political situation. 

There are many stories about Communism in Poland, and there are 
many places where these stories are visually represented.5 These places 
were either created by the government, like the Institute of National Re-
membrance, or supported by the authorities of the city of Warsaw, like the 
History Meeting House and the SocLand Museum. Some sites, established 
originally for other purposes, such as the Zamoyski Museum and the Eth-
nographic Museum, presented objects from the communist period because 
these objects were already in their collections. There are also places cre-
ated by organizations and groups: The Karta Center and, momentarily, 

                                   

 2 Maria Bucur, Nancy M.Wingfield (eds.), Staging the Past: The Politics of Commemora-
tion in Habsburg Central Europe, 1848 to the Present (West Lafayette: Purdue Univer-

sity Press, 2001); Marcin Frybes, Patrick Michel (eds.), Po komunizmie: O mitach w 
Polsce współczesnej [After Communism. About myths in contemporary Poland] (War-

saw: Wydawnictwo Krupski i S-ka, 1999); Marcin Kula, “Dlaczego Polacy dziś cenią 

Konstytucję 3 Maja” [Why do Poles think highly today of the constitution of May 3?], 

Magazyn historyczny. Mówią wieki 5 (1991): 16–21; Izabella Main, Political Symbols 
and Rituals in Poland, 1944–2002: A Research Report, Arbeitshilfe 2 (Leipzig: GWZO, 

2003). 

 3 Maria Woźniakowa (ed.), Orzeł Biały. Godło Państwa Polskiego [White eagle. The 

emblem of the Polish state] (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Sejmowe, 1995); Wiktor Osiatyń-

ski, “A Brief History of the Constitution,” East European Constitutional Review 5 

(Spring 1997), at www.law.nyu.edu/eecr/vol6num2/feature/history.html (accessed 21 

March, 2007). 

 4 To mention only a few: Theatre NN in Lublin, Borderlands in Sejny, Borussia in 

Olsztyn, the Krzyżowa Foundation and The Karta Center. 

 5 There are plans to open new museums related to the period of the Polish People’s Re-

public: the Museum of the 1956 Uprising in Poznań and the European Center of Soli-
darność in Gdańsk. 
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exhibitions of the SocLand Foundation. Finally, there are sites owned by 
individuals, such as the Internet Museum of People’s Poland and the Pro-
letaryat Café. Apparently the number of ways of referring to, representing 
and displaying various objects—which correspond to events, persons, 
movements of the communist period—is increasing. The 50th anniversary 
of the Poznań Uprising observed in June 2006, the 25th anniversary of 
Solidarność in July and August of 2005 and the 25th anniversary of the 
introduction of martial law in December of 2006 were very conspicuous 
events. Public spaces in larger cities, for example, Poznań, Lublin and 
Warsaw, were covered with posters, billboards, open air exhibitions, and 
objects (for example, a tank in front of the castle in Poznań or a railway 
coach which travelled across Poland celebrating the anniversary of strikes 
in Lublin in July 1980). 

The projects for exhibitions and museums represented two distinct 
types: some curators intended to create collections of objects which would 
allegedly speak for themselves (neglecting narrative, debates, definitions) 
while other curators proposed particular contexts for the objects and dis-
plays and, thus, narratives of Communism illustrated by selected items. 
Displaying authentic objects was not a precondition of many exhibitions 
and some curators created exhibitions consisting simply of panels with 
enlarged photographs and commentaries. At the same time the process of 
collecting objects representing the communist period seems just to have 
started: it is not being done on a large or organized scale.6 
 
 

COMMUNISM AS ART 

 
The oldest collection of art devoted predominantly to Communism is kept 
in the Gallery of Socialist Realist Art7 created in 1994 in Kozłówka, a 
village in the Lublin region. The collection started as a storehouse of un-
wanted socialist realist sculptures in the 1970s, but the exhibition was 
created in the 1990s when other outdated monuments, sculptures and 
paintings were moved to Kozłówka. The collection was inaccessible to the 

                                   

 6 I have faced several challenges and limitations when working on this project. The tempo-

rary nature of several exhibitions prevented me from actually seeing them, and I have 

therefore confined my analysis to press reports, published catalogues, and interviews 

with curators. The paper reflects the situation at the beginning of 2007, including tempo-

rary exhibitions and projects in making. 

 7 Socrealism, another term for Socialist Realism, a style of art officially approved in the 

Soviet Union and other countries of the Soviet bloc. 
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general public before 1994, though it was used by journalists, art histori-
ans and film makers (director Andrzej Wajda used the collection as a film 
set for his Man of Marble).8 It is displayed in a coach house of the former 
manor house of the Zamoyski family, known since 1944 as the Zamoyski 
Museum. Although the Zamoyski Museum and the Gallery of Socialist 
Realist Art are situated around 150 km from Warsaw in a village without 
a rail link, they are well-known tourist destinations. 

The permanent exhibition consists of sculptures, paintings and draw-
ings, which are accompanied by music from the period. In the surrounding 
park, there are dismantled monuments to Bolesław Bierut (unveiled in 
Lublin 1979 and removed in 1989), Vladimir Lenin (formerly in Poronin) 
and Julian Marchewski (formerly in Włocławek).9 On the 10th anniver-
sary of the Gallery, in 2004, a temporary exhibition, “Thrown Away Art,” 
was organized. Several famous paintings and sculptures were borrowed 
from the National Museums in Cracow, Warsaw, Wrocław and Łódź. In 
2005, the permanent exhibition was re-arranged in order to offer the visi-
tors a better understanding of socialist realist art. The pictures, sculptures 
and photos are organized according to leading themes, such as industry, 
agriculture, the countryside, coal-mining, metallurgy. Jacek Szczepaniak, 
the curator, has told me that the exhibition presented the art of the period 
and explained what socialist realism was. Additional information about 
the Communist period is provided upon request for guided tours and mu-
seum classes. There are plans to create a multimedia presentation about 
the 1950s, based on original newsreels, currently “on hold” for financial 
reasons. The curator also pointed out that one needs to know something 
about the period to understand this art. Clearly, this small collection pre-
sents only art of the Stalinist period and its curators have limited possibili-
ties for extending the exhibition due to limitations of space.  

The growing interest in socialist realism in recent years is exemplified 
by another temporary exhibition, entitled “About a Happy Socialist Polish 
Village. Socrealism in Folk Art” in the Ethnographic Museum in Warsaw. 
This exhibition displayed colorful works of folk art, which represented the 
struggle against illiteracy, work competition, the Stakhanovite movement 
and gifts for Stalin on his 70th birthday. The curator, Alicja Mironiuk-
Nikolska, prepared the exhibition, using the collection of the museum, 

                                   

 8 Personal communication with Jacek Szczepaniak, the director of the gallery and the 

curator of the exhibition. 

 9 Web page of the Zamoyski Museum: www.muzeumzamoyskich.lublin.pl/amainpage!. 

htm (accessed 25 November, 2006). 
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which was created in the early 1960s. The goal was to restore the collection 
of socialist realist folk art in people’s minds.10 The opening ceremony took 
place on 22 July 2005, a state holiday in the communist period. The exhibi-
tion guide referred to the 50th anniversary of the opening of the Palace of 
Culture in Warsaw, neglecting the other meaning of this date. The curators 
either assumed that the visitors would know the date or that it was insignifi-
cant and did not need to be remembered. A journalist from Gazeta Wybor-

cza wrote that the curator failed to give a definition of socrealism, at the 
same time confirming that “defining socrealism would be very difficult.”11 
His review of the exhibition was aptly entitled “Socrealism like pornogra-
phy” because he argued that while it is as hard to define socialist realist art 
as it is to define pornography, everyone knows what it is. 

On the poster of the exhibition, the name of the curator, Alicja Mi-
roniuk-Nikolska, was accompanied by a phrase “a stakhanovite—300% 
workload,” which suggests an ironic attitude to the ideology of the period. 
The meaning of the displays of socialist realist art in Kozłówka and the 
Ethnographic Museum in Warsaw for visitors from Eastern Europe who 
experienced life under the communist system is not primarily “art.” When 
James Clifford described a consultation of elders in the Portland Art Mu-
seum displaying objects of the Tlingit authorities, he concluded that the 
objects of “art” were referred to as “history,” “law” and “records.”12 Yet, 
the irony in these museums is readable only to those who are familiar with 
the propaganda heroes of socialist labor. The curators of the two Polish 
exhibitions left the audience alone with questions about history, represen-
tation and politics. Only the titles “Thrown Away Art” and “Happy So-
cialist Village” referred to the fact that there was a break between these 
objects and the present time: socialist realist works no longer decorate 
rooms in official buildings or public spaces, and are no longer created by 
artists. The curators offered no explanations as to how and why this hap-
pened because they were only interested in offering the possibility of see-
ing a collection which had been kept in storage. 

Kevin Hetherington wrote in a short essay on the relationship between 
modernity and museum that articulating narratives of experience and iden-

                                   

10 Interview conducted by the author with Alicja Mironiuk-Nikolska, the curator of the 

exhibition. 
11 Wojciech Orliński, “Socrealizm jak pornografia” [Socrealism like pornography], Gazeta 

Wyborcza (1 August 2005): 14. 
12 James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cam-

bridge and London: Harvard University Press, 1997), 191. 
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tity is the main objective of museums of art, historical museums, specialist 
collections, and other collections in a modern world where the relation-
ship between time and space is in doubt.13 Currently, museums are at-
tempting to place experience in a singular narrative space which makes 
sense of the modern world.14 The exhibitions on socialist realist art were 
created on the basis of authentic objects, made by artists and folk artists in 
Poland, representing a particular style and themes. Displaying objects 
without commentaries, however, detaches them from significant questions 
of the relationships between these representations of life under the social-
ist regime and the history of the period as well as the memory of people. 
Also, the position of the creators (professional artists, folk artists, partici-
pants in a local competition organized to celebrate significant dates) is left 
without explanation. The museums of socialist realism fail to make clear 
that their objects on display were the outcomes of a specific historical 
period with certain political, social and cultural priorities and contexts. 
Thereby, they remain mere illustrations of a vague abstract “Socialism.” 
Communism as a real, historically situated period appears unworthy of 
recall, and thus fit to be ignored. 

 
COMMUNISM AS COMMODITY. THE PROLETARYAT CAFÉ IN POZNAŃ 

 
The consumption of an assortment of products—alcoholic and non-
alcoholic beverages, food, socialist realist art and objects made during the 
communist period—is the objective of another display site—the Prole-
taryat Café. It is not the only such site in Poland, as there are similar 
places in few other cities, but it is the one I had the opportunity to ob-
serve. The Proletaryat Café was opened in January 2004 in the center of 
Poznań. Its design is making ample use of communist symbols and every-
day objects, both Polish and international. In the window there is a big 
bust of Lenin, inside there are pictures of Stalin, Marx, Dzerzhinsky and a 
recently unveiled bust of Gierek (the party leader in the 1970s Poland). 
The walls and the counter are red, there are red flags and posters from the 
epoch encouraging people to fight class enemies. Drinks are served in old 
glasses which were actually mustard containers. The menu lists many 
kinds of alcohol, Polish and foreign, but also a special beer labeled “Prole-
taryat.” The music performed includes Polish revolutionary songs, but 
also Cuban and Soviet ones. There are many everyday objects displayed 

                                   

13 Kevin Hetherington, “Museum,” Theory, Culture & Society 23 (2006): 600–1. 
14 Hetherington, “Museum,” 600. 
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in glass showcases, such as food coupons, Soviet army uniforms, docu-
ments, money, matchboxes and so on. There is a shelf with forty-five vol-
umes of Lenin’s works. There are also old name-plates of streets and 
buildings, like Dzerzhinsky Street or Province Committee of the Polish 
United Workers’ Party. Although there are many objects from the period, 
the design is actually modern (the sofas, armchairs and tables are new) 
and there are high-tech elements, such as a display board with slogans 
from the epoch. The place has a website with entries such as Speeches, 
News, Menu, Events, Rostrum, Gallery and Our Museum. 

One of the owners, Sławomir Cichocki, in the interview he gave just be-
fore the opening of Proletaryat, stated that he was doing it “not for ideology 
but for fun.” He continued that it was a fashion to collect objects from the 
communist period. “This place is for people who are in their thirties and 
forties, like the owners, who remember the last years of Communism, but 
who keep it at a distance and have a sense of humor.”15 The other owner 
believed that this place was needed because there is nostalgia for Commu-
nism in all former communist countries, including Poland. According to 
Newsweek Polska magazine, which awarded Proletaryat the first prize for 
design among Poznań cafés in 2004, “Proletaryat slightly mythologizes the 
Polish People’s Republic but does it with good taste.”16 

Both journalists and a few guests whom I interviewed in 2005 focused 
on design and menu, neglecting the question of how Communism is repre-
sented in the café. Nevertheless, the place proposes a timeless and deper-
sonalized version of Communism. There is a mixture of gadgets, music, 
slogans from different periods and countries without any additional infor-
mation. The experience of people who lived under Communism is reduced 
to a few funny artifacts. Many visitors are too young to remember Commu-
nism, or were never interested in learning about it, and the place offers them 
a simple—almost fairy-tale—version. Communism is limited to examples 
of the cult of personality, slogans from the Communist Manifesto, such as 
“Workers of all countries, unite!” and the predominance of the color red. 
There are no artifacts related to prisons, camps, oppression, social change or 
opposition. The objects in the café serve to create an atmosphere of absurd-
ity and fun rather than a serious reflection about Communism. There is a 
huge poster, saying “The Museum of Communism” on the wall but it is an 
unjustified claim. The place uses objects from the Communist period and 
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the nostalgia of some Poles as a commodity to attract customers. Although 
it is neither a museum nor an exhibition, the café offers its visitors an am-
biguous representation of the communist past—the display can be read as 
funny, ironic, nostalgic or trendy. The Proletaryat Café creates a sense of 
distance towards the communist past and avoids any individual or collective 
reflection about it. 

 
THE INTERNET MUSEUM OF PEOPLE’S POLAND 

 
The most comprehensive collection of objects—photos, sounds, texts—is 
available on the Internet at www.polskaludowa.pl. The Internet Museum 
of People’s Poland started in 1999. It is the most popular such collection 
in the country: the site has so far been visited by over 1,200,000 people. It 
was established by a group of individuals who placed items from their 
own collections as well as items sent by others on the Internet. The cura-
tors are anonymous, that is, they do not list their names online and refuse 
to reveal their identity. The only way to contact them is by e-mail, but my 
own messages were never answered. 

The first goal of the curators was to gather items depicting everyday 
life in the Polish People’s Republic and to make them available to every-
body on the Internet. Everybody was welcome to send in their own me-
mentos of the Polish People’s Republic. In 2003, the curators announced 
that their popularity had exceeded their expectations and that the team 
working on a voluntary basis was not able to place all the objects received 
on the net immediately. The second objective was to gather the material 
without any attempt at historically assessing the period of the PRL. The 
viewers were invited to make the assessment themselves. The aim of the 
curators was to keep the memory of the PRL alive, “hoping that the PRL 
will never happen again.”17 The curators went on to say that the exhibits 
were presented in order to inform, to allow explanation, critical analysis 
and education. They also explained that the Museum was a non-profit 
organization and not connected to any institution. 

The exhibition is divided into five parts: The Collection, The Docu-
ments of Opposition, Documents, Sound Recordings and The Curator’s 
Office. The museum is a virtual labyrinth, with many hyperlinks and nu-
merous pages. For example, in “The Collection” one of the fifteen links is 
called “Objects of everyday life,” leading to eighteen topics with thou-
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sands of scanned photos of objects: from a piggy bank to a paper bag with 
a May Day slogan. There are many museum aids: information, calendar, 
biographical entries, quiz and sounds of decades. Finally there are links to 
other Internet sites related to the PRL and Communism. Other internet 
projects are usually shorter, smaller and often limited in theme.18 How-
ever, what is missing in the Internet Museum is the narrative aspect, since 
objects are clustered according to themes or form separate entities. 

The International Council of Museums (ICOM) defines the museum as 
“a non-profit making permanent institution in the service of society and of 
its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, re-
searches, communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and 
enjoyment, the tangible and intangible evidence of people and their envi-
ronment.”19 The specific principles concern preservation, maintaining the 
collection in trust for the benefit of society and its development, providing 
opportunities for the appreciation, understanding and promotion of the 
natural and cultural heritage, holding resources for other public services 
and benefits. Further, ICOM states that “interaction with the constituent 
community and promotion of their heritage is an integral part of the edu-
cational role of the museum.” While most of these principles are fulfilled 
in the Internet Museum, it limits the audience to people familiar with the 
Internet. Another restriction springs from the unusual choice of only one 
language. The curator writes that it is maintained in Polish only as it is 
mainly intended for a Polish audience. Interaction is rather imaginary: 
visitors and donors must write messages to the curators and patiently wait 
for the answer, since there is no other way of reaching them. 

The Internet Museum of People’s Poland cannot replace a collection in 
a building, though internet pages of museums are a great source of infor-
mation. The virtual institution runs neither museum classes nor organized 
discussions or meetings; nor does it undertake research or offer publica-
tions or souvenirs. Although the interactive aspect is essential for museum 
practice, the existing websites do not offer any possibilities for such con-
tact (e. g. using forums online). “When visiting online museums, lost to 
the electronic viewer (…) is the power of display,” writes Mary Anne 
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Staniszewski.20 In an actual (non-virtual) exhibition the meaning of an 
object is transformed by its display through a specific design and installa-
tion, which provide a specific context and possible explanation, but these 
aspects are missing in the Internet Museum of People’s Poland. 

 
 

THE NON-EXISTENT SOCLAND MUSEUM OF COMMUNISM 

 
The number of press articles and various preparatory initiatives makes the 
SocLand Museum the best-known museum of Communism in Poland.21 
Thus, one may be surprised that it exists on paper only. In 1999, the Soc-
Land Foundation was established by the architect Czesław Bielecki, the 
film director Andrzej Wajda and the artist Jacek Fedorowicz. They de-
cided to create a museum which would show what it was like to live under 
Communism. The name “SocLand” referred to Disneyland, since the fu-
ture museum would be organized in a way likely to appeal to young peo-
ple. The council of the Foundation included the founders along with 
Krystyna Zachwatowicz (a stage designer), Teresa Bogucka (a journalist 
and writer) and Anna Fedorowicz (an artist). Members of the council had 
been involved in anti-communist opposition to different degrees. Teresa 
Bogucka was arrested after the 1968 revolt and later became head of the 
team of experts on independent culture in the Regional Committee of 
Solidarność, created in Warsaw after the imposition of Martial Law in 
1981.22 Bielecki took part in student strikes in 1968, in illegal groups in 
the 1970s, and in Solidarność since 1980; he managed CDN, a samizdat 
publishing house, during Martial Law.23 Bogucka and Bielecki published 
in the samizdat Tygodnik Mazowsze.24 Anna Fedorowicz was active in the 
Primate’s Committee of Charity for the Oppressed, established after the 
                                   

20 Mary Anne Staniszewski, “Museums as Web Site, Archive as Muse: Some Notes and 

Ironies of the Conventions of Display,” Convergence 6/2 (2000): 15. 
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imposition of Martial Law.25 Jacek Fedorowicz produced satirical anti-
regime radio programs during the 1980s, which were distributed in Poland 
and broadcast by Radio Free Europe. He also co-organized the archives of 
Solidarność activity in 1980–1981.26 Wajda’s films, especially Man of 

Marble and Man of Iron, contained many political references, the first 
questioning the myth of the socialist worker in Nowa Huta, and the sec-
ond depicting Solidarność.27 Some members of the council were active in 
politics after 1989: Wajda was elected a senator in 1989 (till 1991) while 
Bielecki was a member of the Sejm in the late 1990s. The list of honorary 
members included Zbigniew Brzezinski, the former U.S. National Secu-
rity Adviser, the French historian Alain Besançon and the former Czech 
President Václav Havel.28 The stature of the members of the founding 
committee and the honorary committee led to extensive publicity for the 
idea, wide media coverage and several preparatory activities. 

The council issued the statute with the following main objectives: to 
pass the historical truth about Socialism on to future generations, to ex-
plain the past and rebuild bridges of understanding between the generation 
affected by Communism and the new one, to help deal with a totalitarian 
legacy and build a society immune to totalitarian temptation. In 2001 and 
2003, the SocLand Foundation, supported by a grant from the Culture 
2000 Program of the European Union, organized a number of temporary 
exhibitions in Cracow, Nowa Huta, Łódź and Warsaw. The exhibitions 
consisted of photographs, posters (“Watch out for the nation’s enemy!”), 
portraits, newsreels, a duplicating machine used by Solidarność in the 
1980s, ration coupons, barbed wire, a map of the Gulag archipelago, 
fragments of documentary films as well as a staged “interrogation 
room.”29 According to a journalist of The Warsaw Voice all the parts con-
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stituted a coherent whole representing the period of 1917–1989. Further-
more, the newspaper reported that the exhibition attracted large audiences 
and was widely covered in the mass-media.30 

The temporary exhibitions are described in the catalogue entitled “Mu-
seum of Communism (under Construction),” published in 2003. The cata-
logue, edited by Czesław Bielecki, presented the themes of the museum—
seven sections with pictures and commentaries: “The Specter of Commu-
nism,” “Invasions and Imposed Revolutions,” “The Installation of the 
System,” “Creation of a New Man,” “Absurdities of Everyday Life and 
Revolts,” “Opposition. The Birth of Solidarity” and “Conspiracy. Break-
down of the System. Victory.” It also included a few short essays by the 
philosopher Leszek Kołakowski, the Soviet dissident Vladimir Bukovsky, 
the Czech President Václav Havel, the Lublin bishop Józef Życiński and 
the Polish historians Andrzej Paczkowski and Andrzej Friszke.31 Interest-
ingly, there was no discussion of the reasons why such a museum should 
be created, but only a few apodictic statements. The editor wrote: “Today 
we don’t like to think about it. Yet we cannot avoid the question: what 
was Communism? It was the only realized utopia that engulfed half the 
world for half a century. Its collapse started in Poland and that is why here 
a Museum that would show the paralyzing power of this system, its dura-
tion and disintegration should come into being.”32 This statement contains 
blatant generalizations and oversimplifications in the assessment of the 
communist system. Neither was that system the only utopia in history nor 
did it engulf half the world. Bielecki’s commentaries in the subsequent 
parts of the catalogue represent a few dominant, albeit only vaguely ex-
plained, ideas: the totalitarian character of the system, its imposition from 
above and the implied innocence of Poles, the creation of homo sovieticus, 
and implicit support for lustration. 

Among a few introductory sentences on the inside cover one reads: 
“The Communist system and its disintegration will be shown in such a 
way as to give a powerful insight into the everyday reality of that totali-
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tarianism.”33 Similar goals were revealed on the earlier website of the 
SocLand Foundation: it was to show how inhuman and crude the commu-
nist system was, how deep the brainwashing went, and how the revolts 
were organized and crushed before the system was finally overthrown. 
This intention makes this museum project different from the previously 
described exhibitions on Communism. Here the idea is precisely to define 
clearly the context of the displayed objects. The intention of the initiative 
is to evoke Communism in order to remember it, or more precisely, to 
remember certain well defined aspects of it. 

There is a nationalistic tone both in the introduction to the catalogue 
and in Bielecki’s commentaries: “we, the Polish nation were the first ones 
to overthrow the system, so we should create such a museum.” While the 
first part, “The Specter of Communism,” focuses on the number of its 
victims in the Soviet Union,34 the next two parts describe how the com-
munist system was imposed in Eastern and Central Europe after Yalta. 
The author states: “Poles, just like other subjugated nations, fell into the 
trap of history: the struggle was hopeless, resistance was a question of 
honor and loyalty, surrender did not guarantee anything.”35 Communism 
is presented as having been forced on Poles from above by the Commu-
nists, who are undefined. This is an example of historical revisionism 
implying that Communism was imposed from above by foreigners and 
Poles had noting to do with it.36 Again there is an emphasis on “Poles” as 
if no other groups lived in post-war Poland. The language (“honor,” “loy-
alty,” “no guarantee”) evokes questions of morality or its absence: for 
Poles honor and loyalty are important values while it is implied that the 
Communists lack these virtues. The last two parts of the catalogue de-
scribe the birth of Solidarność, showing photos and names of its leading 
members and quoting the words of John Paul II: “There can be no just 
Europe without an independent Poland.”37 Again, the uniqueness of the 
Polish nation is emphasized, also by recalling the name of the most 
prominent Pole in recent history. 

                                   

33 Bielecki, SocLand cover. 
34 During the time when “the Soviets showed how Utopia in power changes into tyranny 

and terror.” See Bielecki, SocLand, 19. 
35 Bielecki, SocLand, 36. 
36 A similar example was analyzed by István Rév, “Parallel Autopsies,” Representations 49 

(1995): 33. “According to post-Communism revisionism, Communism in Hungary was 

the tragic result of a conspiracy organized from abroad, it was the work of outsiders.” 
37 Bielecki, SocLand, 77. 



384 PAST FOR THE EYES 

The way people are presented on the pages of the catalogue is also inter-
esting. They are either victims—soldiers of the Home Army, private entre-
preneurs, and Primate Stefan Wyszyński (imprisoned in the early 1950s)—
or party leaders.38 In contrast, the next part presents the “Creation of a New 
Man,” drawing attention to the characteristics of the system and of the new 
man, homo sovieticus. According to Bielecki, “the essence of the system 
was its all-encompassing greed, insane propensity towards monumentalism 
and façades (…) inspiring jealousy, suspicion and mistrust (…) a front men-
tality.”39 Bukowski in his essay about the Soviet Union stressed the unique-
ness of the communist system and its impact on society: “so what re-
mained? A castrated country with a degenerate social system, in which the 
type of human who is capable of work was utterly exterminated. Fear re-
mained, not sitting just under the skin, but in the genes.”40 The catalogue 
suggests that the system created by “the others” divided societies into vic-
tims and oppressors (the Communists) and transformed humans into a new 
species. This view resembles a discourse that was constructed in the Polish 
mass media and also in the works of sociologists after 1989.41 In this do-
mestic version of orientalism, analyzed by Michał Buchowski, a passive 
part of society which was demoralized under Communism, called lumpen-
proletariat, socialist nomads, or orphans of the PRL, today forms the Other, 
the legendary homo sovieticus.42 Buchowski links these orientalizing prac-
tices with liberal thinking, the legitimization of political practices and the 
concoction of distinctions between elites and plebs, winners and losers of 
the economic reforms in Poland. 

Two essays by the historians Andrzej Friszke and Andrzej Paczkowski, 
at the very end of the catalogue, contradicted many statements about the 
repressive and imposed nature of the regime and the creation of a new man. 
Paczkowski called for an honest description of the events, and rejected gen-
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eralizations. By the example of young people he showed a more nuanced 
picture: although some objected to the system others supported it, and there-
fore one should avoid drawing the general conclusion that the system was 
based on younger people. He also opposed the identification of every rebel-
lion with resistance or opposition, pointing out that strikes often had mate-
rial causes while the protests of the young against the “old system,” were 
generational.43 Friszke focused on the issue of who benefited and who suf-
fered in the Polish People’s Republic. Tellingly, he never used the term 
“Communism” but referred to the system using the official name of the 
state. The two essays are unconnected to the rest of catalogue and it is hard 
to believe that these established Polish historians would agree with the 
commentaries published in it. The catalogue shows that the idea of SocLand 
Museum was formed with little, or only ineffective, consultation with the 
historians, sociologists and researchers who had been analyzing the period 
for more than a decade. 

At the same time the Foundation started to collect objects for the future 
museum, appealing for donations. One of the days for collecting future 
exhibition material was organized in Warsaw on July 22, 2005. Recordings 
of official speeches by the former communist leaders and the listeners’ ap-
plause were played around the Palace of Culture. Across Warsaw billboards 
showed the figure of a young man holding a sizeable volume with the 
names of Marx, Engels and Lenin on its cover, accompanied by the perky 
slogan “Bring Communism to the museum.”44 The first attempt at collect-
ing revealed some misunderstandings. Some citizens of Warsaw brought 
old and broken household equipment, although many contributed docu-
ments, collections of medals, money and cards. Were the broken objects 
meant to be put on display as representations of Communism as a period 
when things were of poor quality, or were people using the opportunity to 
avoid paying for rubbish collection? The media reported that many came to 
see the temporary exhibitions and many donated objects, which showed the 
existence of social support for the idea of creating this museum.45 
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The location proposed by the Foundation was the Palace of Culture 
and Science in Warsaw, the “gift” of Joseph Stalin to the Polish people in 
1955. The Palace seems the perfect place for the museum, with its sym-
bolic meaning and socialist realist architecture. The building is in itself 
controversial. On the one hand, there were plans to destroy it in the early 
1990s, on the other, it won a competition for the favorite place of the citi-
zens of Warsaw in the category of architecture.46 In early 2007 the debate 
about the future of the Palace was resurrected after plans had been an-
nounced to list it in the national register of historic monuments.47 Already 
a few years before, an architectural project of the Museum had been pre-
pared by Czesław Bielecki, who proposed building an entry hall in front 
of the Palace and using the Palace’s corridors and cellars. 

In 2003, the Foundation signed a contract with the City Council of 
Warsaw and the Office of Coordinator was established. It is funded by the 
City of Warsaw. The media reported the beginning of construction work 
in 2005, on the 50th anniversary of the Palace.48 Yet, the City Board de-
cided that Bielecki’s project should not be accepted a priori but that an 
open competition for the architectural design ought to be organized: pub-
lic money had to be spent according to the procedures of a democratic 
state. In December 2006, the future Museum still exists only on paper and 
the tentative date for its opening is 2009 or 2010. Its fate depends not only 
on political alliances and the parties in power but also on the existence of 
an active and determined group of curators and organizers. It seems that 
the members of the Foundation and, later, of the Office of Coordinator, 
were not very good at finding supporters for this initiative. The view that 
the post-communist parties would not support such initiatives while post-
Solidarność and right-wing parties would be more in favor is hard to 
prove since any actual support for the project—or the lack of it—will be 
only revealed when the politicians decide upon the budget for the mu-
seum. At the end of 2006, the Office of Coordinator is under the authority 
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and funding of the City Council of Warsaw, while it would be easier to 
create the museum if its support came from the Ministry of Culture. In the 
case of such expensive projects, the support of many institutions is neces-
sary, especially since a few new museums have been recently created or 
approved in Warsaw (The Warsaw Rising Museum, the Museum of Con-
temporary Art, and the Museum of the History of Polish Jews). Although 
the encouragement of museum tourism by creating clusters of museums is 
an established strategy in urban development,49 there are also financial 
limits to such activities under the present economic circumstances in Po-
land. 

 
THE PRESENTATION OF OPPOSITION, TOTALITARIANISM 

AND EVERYDAY LIFE BY THE KARTA CENTER 

 

The oldest center of research and popularizing activities concerning the 
recent history of Poland and Eastern Europe is The Karta Center, an inde-
pendent non-governmental organization. It continues the activities of the 
illegal group that published the Karta journal and started the clandestine 
Eastern Archives of the 1980s. In 1982, the first issue of the samizdat 
Karta was published by Zbigniew Gluza. At the same time, the editors 
started to collect documents and related material about opposition, Martial 
Law, and the political upheaval in March 1968. The Eastern Archives 
began to document the history of the Soviet Union, a remarkable activity 
to be undertaken under communist rule. Before 1989, the Karta Center 
was organized as an underground organization; after 1989, it was spon-
sored by the Ministry of Higher Education and many international and 
Polish foundations.50 

In 1991 the first legal issue of the Karta monthly was published and 
the archive of the Polish People’s Republic created. During the 1990s, 
The Karta Center organized many public debates, which made important 
contributions to facilitating cooperation between historians. In 1992, it 
organized the Week of Conscience, during which Polish, Ukrainian and 
Russian historians and researchers met and embarked on an exchange of 
views. The Karta Center coordinated the work of its local partners in these 
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countries and published the Dictionary of Dissidents in Poland; other 
volumes are being prepared.51 When Gluza, in a recent interview, claimed 
that The Karta Center documents the experience of people and social 
groups living in the PRL, he meant, first of all, the attitudes of dissidents 
and opposition figures.52 It is a peculiar perspective to choose only the 
experiences of dissidents to represent life under Communism, but it is 
related to the personal experiences of the Karta founders themselves. The 
Karta Center has organized conferences and meetings with witnesses of 
the Stalinist terror, the imposition of Martial Law, March 1968 and other 
important events; it has published books and occasional newspaper arti-
cles, and produced television programs. Since 1997, it has organized an-
nual essay competitions dealing with contemporary history for secondary 
school pupils (since 2001 within the EUSTORY network), as well as a 
number of other projects, including “Remembering the Polish People’s 
Republic.” 

Along with popularizing and educational activities, The Karta Center 
has organized several temporary exhibitions about the Gulag, opposition 
in Eastern Europe, the political changes of the 1980s, Solidarność, Swed-
ish aid for Poles in the 1980s, meetings and relations between Poles and 
Hungarians, private companies in Poland, and others. These exhibitions 
have taken place in museums, galleries and public buildings in Poland and 
abroad since the early 1990s. They have usually been in the form of large 
panels with private and archival photographs, fragments of diaries, and 
commentaries. Most often, they followed themes documented in the jour-
nal Karta, which had a section on “the picture of the system,” and another 
section with voices and testimonies from the past. The exhibitions did not 
usually display objects.53 The objective was to present the event from lay 
perspectives: to hear the story of a previously silent witness, to comment 
on his/her story through another story or picture, to provoke a dialogue 
between stories and pictures, or to reject a story by providing counter-
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evidence. This was a new formula for constructing a historical exhibition, 
formed little by little by the team of The Karta Center. It is based on their 
belief that testimonies (visual and oral) are so powerful that they offer the 
best way of representing the event from inside, while objects would bring 
in their own stories.54 

A recent large temporary exhibition, entitled “Faces of Totalitarianism: 
Twentieth Century Europe,” was organized by The Karta Center in the 
History Meeting House between September 2005 and December 2006. 
The History Meeting House was created by the City of Warsaw and The 
Karta Center. Its partners are well-established institutions for the study 
and research of contemporary history: the Institute of National Remem-
brance, the Institute of Political Science of the Polish Academy of Sci-
ence, the Sikorski Museum in London, the Memorial in Moscow, the 
Hannah-Arendt Institute in Leipzig and the Körber-Stiftung in Hamburg. 

The exhibition “Faces of Totalitarianism” relates to some of the most 
tragic episodes of twentieth-century history. It is divided into eighteen 
parts, covering the Soviet and Nazi regimes. It starts with a presentation of 
the results of the Great War, Bolshevik Russia, the Polish–Bolshevik war 
of 1920, the class struggle and the Great Terror in the USSR. It continues 
with the racial divisions in Nazi Germany, the alliance of two totalitarian 
regimes, the Soviet occupation, the Soviet repression, and the clash of two 
totalitarian regimes. The last part displays the Nazi occupation and repres-
sion, the Holocaust, the Warsaw Uprising, the underground state, the ex-
pulsions and “the defeat of Nazism and the triumph of Communism.” 
Parallels are drawn between crimes and repression committed by Nazis 
and Communists. The occasional leaflet published by the History Meeting 
House claims that the exhibition presents a sequence of stages in the to-
talitarian experience. With only a few short introductory commentaries, 
the majority of the exhibition consisted of historical accounts (fragments 
of personal memoirs and recollections), copies of documents, photo-
graphs, propaganda posters and original recordings of witnesses and par-
ticipants of the events. 

In my reading, the objective of the exhibition was the visualization of 
the thesis expressed by Stéphane Courtois in the introduction to The Black 

Book of Communism: Crimes, Terror, Repression. The juxtaposition of 
Nazism and Communism as equally criminal systems in the essay by 
Courtois led to disagreements between the co-authors of the edited vol-
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ume and provoked a public debate in the French media.55 The Black Book, 
published in French, Italian and German in 1997, appeared in Polish two 
years later, also triggering debates about Communism. The themes of 
repression, crime, opposition and struggle with the communist regime is a 
common subject of research in Poland. But another part of historical re-
search and writing covers aspects of social, cultural and economic history. 
Popular publications about the Polish People’s Republic are often devoted 
to the absurdity of life, cult objects (packages, toys, clothes, cars), jokes 
and music. These different themes are often intertwined: for example, the 
same historians write both about repression and about everyday experi-
ences. The exhibition “Faces of Totalitarianism” covered the period until 
1947, when the faked elections led to the communist takeover in Poland. 
The narrative presented the background of the system in Poland and East-
ern Europe, stressing its totalitarian character. 

The other exhibitions organized in the History Meeting House pre-
sented different aspects of Communist history: “Warsaw–Budapest 
1956,” “Private Small Companies under Communism,” “Zielna 37” (a 
street in Warsaw), “The White Rose” (a non-violent resistance move-
ment in Germany during World War II), “The Student Movement of 
Dissent,” “Warsaw in the 1960s” and “Martial Law.” Gluza, the founder 
and director of The Karta Center, stated that its goal—which had not 
changed during its history—was to attempt to name what was happening 
under Communism and to search for spheres of freedom in totalitarian 
conditions.56 Accordingly, everyday life was shown as partly controlled 
by the authorities but also as permitting individual choices and stances. 
The totalitarian character of the regime was thus not the only story pre-
sented by The Karta Center, even though it was the dominant motif of its 
largest and longest exhibition. 
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THE POLITICS OF HISTORY 

 
The leaders of Law and Justice (the Polish acronym is PiS), a political party 
in power since October 2005, expressed their support for another project, a 
Museum of Freedom, which would present the struggle for freedom during 
the communist rule and in previous centuries in Poland. Kazimierz Ujaz-
dowski, the Minister of Culture and National Heritage, expressed in an in-
terview the view that such a museum would show “unique aspirations for 
freedom during the time of the First Republic (sixteenth–eighteenth cen-
tury), the struggles in the nineteenth century, and the successful struggle 
with two totalitarian dictatorships of the twentieth century: the Polish vic-
tory over Communism and Nazism.”57 This project, although it soon disap-
peared from public discourse and its realization is highly unlikely, repre-
sents nationalistic thinking about history and recalls the messianic vision of 
the role of the Polish nation in history.58 In this vision the nation is the ulti-
mate hero of history as the fighter for freedom and democracy and also the 
ultimate victim of historical injustices, including Nazism and Communism. 

The idea of creating the Museum of Freedom went hand in hand with 
the idea that the state should have a “politics of history.”59 Both the need 
for such a policy and the meaning of this concept were debated in a num-
ber of polemical essays, published in leading Polish newspapers: 
Gazeta Wyborcza, Rzeczpospolita, Tygodnik Powszechny. In 2005, 
Tomasz Merta, a conservative politician and the author of the PiS’s pro-
gram of culture, co-edited a volume entitled Memory and Responsibility.60 
In the introduction, Merta and Robert Kostro (both authors of school text-
books in history and civil education) stated that history was not only the 
subject of historians’ interest and internal discussions but also the reason 
for international controversies. Furthermore, they wrote that Poland was 
not well prepared for the “battle about memory,” although they did not 
elaborate what this battle should be about. They continued with the claim 
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that a section of the political and intellectual elite had decided that the 
politics of memory was an anachronism. They noted with regret that this 
conviction had led to neglect of the “politics of history” in both the inter-
nal and the foreign policy of the state. 

Merta and Kostro listed several areas of neglect and controversy and 
proposed their own solutions. They first addressed the issue of “critical 
patriotism,” that is, the greater affinity of some citizens for “Others” than 
for “Us.” For example, Dariusz Gawin, another author in the volume, 
compared the different attitudes to Germans expelled from the former 
German territories and to Poles expelled from the East. In his view the 
suffering of German expellees was more often referred to than the fate of 
Polish expellees from the Eastern provinces, which was shrouded in si-
lence. He also argued that critical and self-accusatory attitudes among 
Poles prevailed over positive assessments of their own past.61 It is rather a 
particular view, taking into account that both before and after 1989 history 
was mostly written from a national perspective and the idea of Poles as 
perpetrators during or after the war came as a surprise for many. 

Second, the authors argued that a lack of awareness of one’s identity, 
one’s past, one’s national community hindered or even prevented civil 
education and international agreements. The authors pleaded for attractive 
methods of popularizing historical knowledge, citing as examples the 
House of Terror in Budapest and the recently opened Warsaw Rising Mu-
seum.62 The latter, opened in 2004, is applauded by the proponents of the 
“politics of history” for presenting a heroic vision of the insurgents and 
citizens of occupied Warsaw and paying homage to the victims in a tech-
nologically advanced and interactive way. Gawin, one of the museum’s 
directors, stated that the Warsaw Rising Museum aimed at offering neither 
a story of heroism nor of victimization.63 However, the less heroic mo-
ments of the uprising, the disagreements about its meaning and its failure 
were hardly mentioned in the exhibition.64 It is also telling that the House 
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of Terror in Budapest was given as an example. The presentation of the 
crimes of Nazism and Communism between 1944 and 1956 in the House 
of Terror tries to imply that the two regimes were equivalent, but the 
comparison is highly problematic and controversial.65 For example, as the 
critics of the Museum have pointed out, only a couple of rooms are de-
voted to Nazi crimes, the rest being devoted to communist ones.66 Rafał 
Stobiecki, in his study of contemporary Polish historians of the commu-
nist period, suggested that there were two common ways of conceptualiz-
ing their work: either as belief in the search for absolute truth (the positiv-
ist, scientist model) or as the pursuit of axiomatic, missionary and moral-
istic objectives.67 I would suggest that the supporters of the “politics of 
history” understand history in both ways: as a missionary search for abso-
lute truth. 

The slogan “politics of history” entered the mass media at the time of 
the presidential and parliamentary campaigns. The idea was criticized by 
Robert Traba, historian and editor of the journal Borussia, in his essay 
“Patriotic kitsch.”68 He objected to the affirmation of national history, 
heroic patriotism and the role of the state in forming and promoting the 
politics of history. Traba’s essay triggered a debate among historians, 
political scientists and politicians.69 Andrzej Nowak, a right-wing histo-
rian, stated that during the last sixty years a false history had been propa-
gated and there was a need for counter-propaganda at the moment. He 
expressed this view together with his criticism of the post-1989 system at 
a conference in the Institute for National Memory (IPN), where politicians 
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and historians discussed the “politics of history.”70 Paweł Wroński, a jour-
nalist and historian, criticized this view, maintaining that the project of the 
“politics of history” was part of the election campaign, and that the goal of 
the project was to turn historians into supporters of the government.71 Paweł 
Machcewicz, professor of history and former director of the education of-
fice of the IPN, attempted to reconcile different stances by claiming that the 
politics of history was nothing new and was not actually neglected after 
1989. The only issue which had not received enough attention was the re-
membrance of Solidarność and its role in the process of overthrowing the 
Communist regime.72 Marcin Kula, a professor of history, protested against 
any attempts to involve historians in politics. He criticized the idea of “one 
true history” being popularized in society, and opted for constant research 
and debate. He noted a serious concern that history will be instrumentalized, 
which would resemble the communist ideologization of the past. Con-
versely, he pointed out that recent history was in fact being studied and its 
important events and anniversaries commemorated.73 Kula’s voice is sig-
nificant because he is one of the more active researchers and promoters of 
contemporary history as an editor of the series In the country of the Polish 

People’s Republic, which includes almost forty volumes about the social, 
political, economic, and cultural history of Communism in Poland. 

The PiS government meanwhile reshaped its program on the “politics 
of history.” On May 2, 2006, the Ministry of Culture and National Heri-
tage announced the creation of a Museum of Polish History which would 
“undertake civil and patriotic education (…) emphasizing exceptional, 
specific and fascinating elements of Polish history.”74 In an essay entitled 
“History: A Space for Dialogue,” Traba expressed his hope and faith that 
before this museum was opened, there would be a public debate, and that 
politicians would not dictate either “affirmative” or “critical” approaches 
to history.75 As a matter of fact, there are many examples showing that the 
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“politics of history” was realized during the post-communist period, be-
fore the PiS won the elections.76 It is particularly visible in the establish-
ment and activities of the Institute of National Remembrance. 

 
THE INSTITUTE OF NATIONAL REMEMBRANCE – 

THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF HISTORY 

 
The Institute of National Remembrance—Commission for the Prosecution 
of Crimes against the Polish Nation,77 created in 1998, was invoked by the 
proponents of the politics of history as a good example of the populariza-
tion of recent history. The IPN was established to preserve, manage, make 
use of and disclose the materials of the state security agencies from the 
period between 1944 and 1989.78 The three main tasks of the Institute are 
archival, judicial and educational. The vetting process,79 the investigation 
of the Jedwabne murder80 and the disclosure of secret agents dominated 
the media coverage of IPN activities. However, one of its publications, a 
monthly Bulletin of the IPN, covers a wide range of topics in contempo-
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rary Polish history. The majority of issues involve research into the politi-
cal opposition, the secret police and the “observed parties,” but social, 
religious and cultural aspects of communist history are also included. 

The IPN has organized more than seventy temporary exhibitions, 
among them: “People and Documents of the Security Services,” “For 
Bread and Freedom—Dissent in Communist Poland,” “Celebrations of the 
Millennium of Poland’s Baptism,” “Defectors from the Polish People’s 
Republic,” “Martial Law,” “Mourning the Death of Stalin,” “Jerzy Popie-
łuszko,” “Polish Help for the Jewish Population in Bialystok under Ger-
man Occupation,” “The Extermination of Polish Elites—Action AB and 
Katyń,” “Those Sentenced to Death During Stalinism and Their Fate,” 
“Land Reform After Sixty Years—Documents and Recollections,” “The 
Self-Defense Workers’ Committee,” “The State Against the Church,” 
“The Stalinist System” and others.81 The exhibitions varied in form: they 
either consisted of large panels with commentaries and pictures (espe-
cially when displayed outdoors, as for example a current exhibition in 
Poznań showing the victims of Martial Law) or panels accompanied by 
authentic objects. Each exhibition was shown in several towns, both larger 
and smaller, across Poland. The exhibitions presented the outcomes of 
research projects in the IPN archives, documenting the activities of the 
state apparatus for the surveillance, persecution and repression of indi-
viduals, opposition groups and the Catholic Church. Since the exhibitions 
used the archival documents of the former security services they reflected 
the regime’s search for signs of opposition and discontent, its propaganda 
and its attempts at manipulation and conspiracy. The picture is one-sided. 
To take only opposition as an example, the dissidents who are the subjects 
of these documents frequently prove dishonest. What is more, the IPN 
archives overlook many other spheres of Polish life (private, social, eco-
nomic, sporting activities) which are also neglected in the exhibitions 
organized by the IPN. 

The IPN represents an attempt to institutionalize and, due to its favor-
able human (more than 1500 employees) and financial resources, to situ-
ate in a dominant position a particular version of Polish history. The name 
implies that the Institute is dealing with national remembrance; it attempts 
to define the way in which Poles should remember the past. It works on 
the assumption that an institution, with its established structure, its sched-
uled tasks, its clearly defined responsibilities, and assisted by a number of 
well-educated historians, archivists and lawyers, can create a coherent and 
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proper vision of the national past. The files of the security services, on the 
other hand, were created with a clear agenda: to investigate and to control 
illegal activities during the communist regime. Thus, relying on these 
sources, even only for scholarly research (not to mention lustration), is 
insufficient. 

The Institute of National Remembrance—although it has given rise to 
several interesting research projects, the publication of extensive source 
material and analysis, and a number of exhibitions and conferences—was 
and is immersed in controversies, resulting from its mission and the 
founding Act, which create the possibility of the political use and abuse of 
historical research. A moral judgment on the past, which mixes the func-
tions of historians and moralists, easily leads to manipulation and omis-
sion. Remembrance may easily mean forgetting, if the choice between 
what to remember and what to forget is made by a state institution which 
itself threatens the independence of scholarly research. This became even 
clearer after the election of the new president Janusz Kurtyka, on Decem-
ber 22, 2005, by the new Parliament with a PiS majority. The election 
resulted in immediate changes in the IPN staff, which also increased ex-
pectations of a rapid and widespread vetting as well as possible changes to 
the research agenda. Recently the IPN has supported an initiative of the 
PiS to change the last remaining street and square names as well as 
monuments and plaques related to the communist period.82 
 

EVOKING COMMUNISM: TO FORGET AND TO REMEMBER 

 
The relationship between the representation of Communism in exhibitions 
and contemporary Polish politics is vague and complex at the same time. 
In the case of an institution such as the IPN, politicians had and have a 
significant influence on its activity (for example, its president is appointed 
by Parliament). The recent idea of creating a Museum of Freedom as an 
expression of the idea of “politics of history” was formulated by politi-
cians and supporters of the current government formed by the Law and 
Justice Party. Their idea of history encompassed both moral duties and a 
nationalist perspective on the past. The Karta Center, though a non-
governmental organization, depends not only on its employees and volun-
teers but also on the support of state institutions and their funding for the 
scope and success of its activities. The realization of the project of the 
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Socland Museum of Communism in Warsaw also requires substantial 
funding and, clearly, the support of political parties. The present PiS gov-
ernment, supporting a “politics of history,” may prove to be a difficult 
partner when it comes to give both financial assistance and freedom of 
realization. 

However, I do not think that there is a clear link between political par-
ties, subcultures and the different projects. Many projects received state 
funding during the government of the Democratic Left Alliance,83 while it 
might have been assumed that the Alliance, as a successor to the Polish 
United Workers’ Party, would not be in favor of them. At the same time, 
the establishment of the IPN and the politics of history show that, for some 
politicians and parties that attempt to use the legacy of the Solidarność 
movement, dealing with the past is an important aspect of politics. The 
character of the exhibitions in Kozłówka and the Ethnographic Museum in 
Warsaw was defined by the curators and there were no links to political 
groups. The Internet Museum of People’s Poland and the commercial Prole-
taryat Café are private initiatives and their message seems to be that any-
body can create his or her own version of the representation of Commu-
nism, and that the field is not restricted to historians and other professionals. 

Many of the existing exhibitions and museums offer a display of ob-
jects representing the communist period in Poland without any reference 
to the life of people in the PRL, the nature of the system or the emergence 
of dissent and opposition, and many other themes. These exhibitions offer 
a collection of items, either art (in the Ethnographic Museum and in 
Kozłówka) or documents, photographs and objects (Internet Museum, 
Proletaryat Café) without any background narrative. Such an attitude ac-
tually leads to an a-historical view of the communist period. In the case of 
Proletaryat Café, the owners offered a mixture of objects from different 
times and places. Communism is thus turned into an allegorical past as it 
is not situated in a proper historical context. 

Narrative representations of the communist period were created in the 
Karta exhibition entitled “Faces of Totalitarianism,” temporary exhibi-
tions organized by the SocLand Foundation, The Karta Center and the 
IPN, the SocLand catalogue of the Museum of Communism and the pro-
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ject of the Museum of Freedom. These narratives had several themes in 
common. First, the emphasis on the totalitarian nature of the system, its 
repressive character, and sometimes, its imposition from outside. Second, 
the strong nationalist overtones in some projects and the linkage between 
the treatment of the past and moral issues. Third, the restriction of the 
history of people living in the Polish People’s Republic to opposition cir-
cles (individuals, organizations, the Catholic Church) and circles of power 
(security agents, political leaders). This representation (in Karta, IPN) 
resulted from their background, the character of their sources, and related 
research projects. In some projects, a peculiar homo sovieticus appeared—
the “other” in contemporary society—and remained undefined, a-
historical and imaginary. 

Finally, the exhibitions and museums of Communism reflected differ-
ent attitudes to the question of authentic objects from the past. In some 
cases, the curators decided to use authentic sounds and enlarged photo-
graphs and documents as the best way, in their opinion, to give testimony 
about a selected event (especially in the Karta exhibitions). This attitude 
results not only from the character of the Karta collection but probably 
also from its distrust of museums. The exhibitions organized by the IPN 
consist mainly of large panels with texts and photographs while objects 
are only sometimes used as illustrations. The Internet Museum offers no 
possibility of a direct relationship between the visitor and genuine histori-
cal objects, there are only copies on-line. Other exhibitions were based on 
authentic historical objects, but these objects were either mainly works of 
art–paintings, drawings, sculptures, etc. (exhibitions in the Ethnographic 
Museum and Kozłówka)–or if they were authentic historical objects they 
were mixed with modern copies without any explanations (Proletaryt 
Café). Only the temporary SocLand exhibitions offered a larger and more 
diverse selection of objects as well as installations. 

In my view, the limited use of authentic objects results from the lack of 
collections in museums and institutions, which also leads to similar ways 
of representing Communism in subsequent exhibitions. There are many 
private collections, often resulting from a fascination among younger 
Poles with the art and objects of the period. Such fascination would be 
aroused by the creation of a narrative display of historical objects repre-
senting personal experiences and memories of the PRL, not limited to 
opposition and repression but showing a wide range of human experi-
ences. However, the current political atmosphere, with its condemnation 
of the previous regime and its nationalistic program, offers hardly any 
space for such projects, especially since those constructed by independent 
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groups like The Karta Center, actually offer a representation of the Polish 
People’s Republic as opposition of oppressors and oppressed which is 
structurally similar to the politically-driven narrative of the current gov-
ernment. 
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A social movement has been growing in Spain, breaking the 30-year pact of silence on the
enormous atrocities and genocide carried out during and after the fascist coup led by General
Franco. The coup took place in 1936 with the active support of the Catholic Church and the Spanish
Army, and made possible by the assistance of Hitler and Mussolini and the cowardice of the western
democracies, including the U.S., which at that time did not dare to offend Hitler and Mussolini by
sending arms to the democratically elected Spanish government. The coup was resisted, however,
by the majority of Spain’s population, which is why it took three years for the fascists to succeed.
They won by imposing extremely repressive measures on the population. Terror became an explicit
policy of the new regime. General Franco and other generals spoke frequently of the need to kill
everyone who had supported the Popular Front, the alliance of left-wing and center parties that had
won by large majorities in the last elections in Spain. As part of that repression, more than 200,000
men and women were executed by the fascist regime, and another 200,000 died in the Army’s
concentration camps and in the villages, subjected to hunger, disease, and other circumstances.
And 114,266 people simply disappeared. They were killed by the Army and the fascist party, la
Falange, and their bodies were abandoned or buried without being identified. These bodies were
never found.

When democracy returned in 1978, an informal pact of silence was made – an agreement to cover
over the enormous repression that had existed under the fascist dictator. The democratic transition
took place under conditions that were highly favorable to the conservative forces that had controlled
Francoist Spain. It became obvious to the leadership of the former fascist state, led by King Juan
Carlos (appointed by General Franco), and Suarez, the head of the fascist movement (Movimiento
Nacional), that the fascist regime could not continue as a dictatorship. It was a corrupt and highly
unpopular apparatus, facing the largest labor agitation in Europe. In 1976, a critical year after the
death of the dictator (the day he died, the country ran out of champagne), 2,085 workdays per
1,000 workers were lost to strikes (the average in Europe was 595 days). The dictator died in his
bed, but the dictatorship died in the streets. The level of social agitation reached such a point that
Franco’s appointed monarchy was in trouble, and the state leadership was forced to open itself up
and establish a limited democracy, under the watchful eye of the Army (and the Church). The left
was strong enough to force that opening, but it was not strong enough to break with the old state.
The Amnesty Law was passed in 1977, which protected those who had committed politically
motivated crimes (a law that was of much greater benefit to the right-wing than to the left-wing
forces). The repression during the Franco years was enormous. Even in his bed just before he died
(1975), Franco was signing death warrants for political prisoners.
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This pact of silence continued until recently, when the grandchildren of those who had disappeared
wanted to find out where they were buried. The young started asking questions. The right wing did
not want people to ask questions. The Church, the Army, the Royal House, the conservative media
(i.e., the majority of the media) said it was better for the country to forget the past. To look at the
past, they said, would simply open old wounds – assuming, wrongly, that these wounds had ever
closed. The leadership of the left-wing parties – the socialist and communists – had remained silent
for all those years out of fear. They were afraid of antagonizing powerful forces, including the King.
The Queen had actually defended Franco in a recent interview, denying that he was a bloody
dictator. He was, she said, a soft, authoritarian figure, like a father to her husband, the King. And
the King has repeatedly said that he would not allow any criticism of General Franco among his
entourage.

The grandchildren of the disappeared, however, did not feel any commitment to this rule of silence.
They started moving along the roadsides and valleys looking for the bodies of their disappeared love
ones. More and more people joined them. And it soon became clear that there was an enormous
popular sympathy for them. People helped them find the disappeared ones. Village by village,
people began to speak about what they had never dared say: where the disappeared had been
buried and abandoned. They even started identifying those who had done the killing. It soon
became a popular movement, known as the “families and the friends of the disappeared ones,”
forcing the socialist government to pass the Historical Memory Law. For the first time – 30 years
after democracy was reestablished in Spain – the silence was broken. The law offered assistance to
groups looking for the bodies of those who had disappeared. But, it did not make the state
responsible for finding and burying them, as the U.N. Human Rights Commission repeatedly
requested; the socialist governments ignored these requests. Eventually, the case of the “Spanish
disappeared” gained international attention when several newspapers, including the Guardian in the
U.K. and the New York Times in the U.S., wrote articles about it.

Many international and Spanish commentators also criticized several judges, including Judge
Garzon, for trying to take the Argentinean and Chilean dictators to court over the disappeared in
those countries while not doing anything about the disappeared at home, in Spain (where the
numbers and the cruelty were even greater). Judge Garzon was asked repeatedly, why don’t you
judge the violations of human rights that took place in your own country rather than in Argentina
and Chile? The answer he and others gave was that the Amnesty Law of 1977 had closed that
opportunity. But, the Spanish government has signed on to an international law that makes “crimes
against humanity” a type of violation for which the opportunity for judgment in court cannot be
closed. And the case of the disappeared was clearly a crime against humanity, as the U.N. Human
Rights Commission had declared. The Amnesty Law was a poor excuse not to do anything. Finally,
Judge Garzon found enough courage to call for a trial of the fascist leadership, instructing all the
authorities to collaborate in finding the disappeared ones.

It was a bombshell! Within a few weeks, an enormous opposition had mobilized against him and
against the case. This mobilization was led by Attorney General Zaragoza, appointed by the socialist
government, who wanted to stop Garzon on the spot. The Amnesty Law had to be respected, he
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said, because it was the basis of “national reconciliation” between the winners and losers in the civil
war. “Reconciliation” was a farce, however. It was not reconciliation but a forced acceptance by the
losers of the power held by the winners of the Spanish Civil War. And the socialist government was
still afraid to confront the Army and the Church (among other powerful groups), which had played a
key role in repressing the democratic forces. The Church, for example, was responsible for taking
babies and children away from mothers (“red mothers,” as they were called by the fascist forces,
including the religious orders) who were jailed, exiled, or assassinated, and giving the children
(without parents’ or families’ permission) to         families close to the fascist regime who wanted children
or to religious institutions as recruits for their orders. All of these children were given new names
and did not know their true ancestry. As Dr. Vallejo Najera, the ideologue of the Spanish Army,
indicated, this state policy was “necessary to purify the Spanish race,” stopping the contamination
of children with the pathological values of their red parents. Many of these parents were in the
Army’s concentration camps, where prisoners were the subjects of biological and psychological
experiments. These camps were supervised by the German Gestapo, which later developed and
expanded such studies in the Nazi concentration camps.

Two years ago, a Catalan public television channel produced a documentary on children who had
been stolen from their “red” mothers. It received a number of international awards. In Spain, it has
been shown only in Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Andalusia (at 1 a.m. in the morning). Aznar
(Bush’s friend) forbade its airing on Spanish television, and under the Zapatero government, it has
been shown only once (in a brief, shortened version) on public television.

Fear continues to exist in Spain. And this fear explains why, two weeks ago, Garzon, under
enormous pressure, withdrew the case.  So, Spain remains the only country where genocide and
crimes against humanity remain without sanction. The pact of silence continues. But for how long?
At this very moment, there are young people still trying to find their grandparents and working to
mobilize people. We will see who will win in the movement to recover the bodies of the disappeared
and the history of Spain.

The Spanish establishment, including Zapatero’s government, does not want this public trial of
General Franco and his comrades-in-arms in the genocide. The trial would have had an enormous
impact, threatening the basis underlying the Monarchy and the way the transition from dictatorship
to democracy has taken place. This explains the huge mobilization to stop any such trials. But the
grandchildren of the disappeared have enormous popular sympathy. Finally, people are losing their
fear and are uncovering and discovering the bodies of the disappeared ones, and in so doing they
are rediscovering their own history – buried, too, for so many years. We will see what happens. The
story has not ended yet.

VICENTE NAVARRO is Professor of Policy Studies and Public Policy, The Johns Hopkins University,
USA and  Professor of Political Science, the Pompeu Fabra University, Spain. He can be reached at
vnavarro@jhsph.edu
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Crimes committed by totalitarian regimes

Emanuelis Zingeris

TRANSITION fROM THE “GULAG EMPIRE” TO THE WESTERN 
CIVILISATION – ISSUES Of REMEMBRANCE AND EDUCATION

 In Eastern Europe, knowledge about repressions is as incidental as it is in Western Europe. Despite 
institutions set up in a wish to learn what happened during the Soviet occupation, information hardly 
finds its way into a European routine. The tragedy lies not only in the reluctance of Western Europe 
to learn about the Soviet regime crimes, but also in the fact that while fighting for its welfare, Western 
Europe finds little space for historical and humanitarian issues. Besides, as time flies, nostalgia for 
“their youth without problems” cloaks the memory of middle-aged and aged people, when half a litre 
of milk cost 13 kopecks and you need not care for your life as others did it for you under the socialist 
dictatorship. The legacy of millions of victims of Communism is still waiting for artistic personification, 
for its Spielberg, Andrzej Wajda, for their Schindler’s List. A young man from Central Europe feels that 
Communism wronged his parents and therefore he is a second-grade European. When he walks along 
the streets of London, Paris and Brussels, he does not know who is to blame. New and old EU members 
are becoming increasingly more similar, but Eastern European people subconsciously continue to feel 
the five-decade long injustice and particular humiliation they experienced. The approach of Central and 
Western Europeans to racism and xenophobia might be the same. 
 In an effort to complement the Soviet and Nazi occupation experience which has already found 
its way to educational programmes, the International Commission for the Evaluation of the Crimes 
of the Nazi and Soviet Occupation Regimes in Lithuania has established over 40 Tolerance Centres 
in secondary schools so they help the children realise the extent of the communist crimes through 
learning the fates of individual persons. This includes learning about the crimes committed by the 
Nazi occupation in specific towns. Certainly, the students are reminded of this during the official state 
days as well. For instance, Lithuania commemorates the Black Ribbon Day on 23 August when the 
Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact was signed. The Genocide Centre established in Lithuania hosts a number 
of extensive programmes on 13 June. The Centre has also established a KGB Museum with what were 
formerly torture cells, which are now very popular with visitors. The Grūtas Park in Druskininkai, 
which holds the idolatry sculptures of Lenin, Stalin and others, provides an hour or two of merriment 
for thousands of visitors. There is a canteen in the Park, where visitors may enjoy the meals distributed 
in small portions into Soviet plates made of aluminium, and Soviet sausages, which may evoke a variety 
of emotions starting with contempt and finishing with nostalgia. This sculpture museum is mainly 
sarcastic in tone, though. It does not create that sense of menace which was at heart of human existence 
in the USSR, where everyone were ready to hear a knock on the door at any moment and expect the 
fatal meeting with their “friends” from the security force.
 Unfortunately, Lithuania has no all-inclusive Anne Frank diary of Soviet times. But it does exist, 
in decay among thousands of archives: in Bucharest, Prague or Vilnius. For this history to reach the 
level of perception by the entire EU, we have to set up the EU Foundation to investigate, and raise 
awareness about, the crimes committed by the totalitarian regimes as well as report on and personify 
the lives of the people who suffered.
 Here, I remember my classmate Ms Kristina Žiurkevičiūtė at the Atheism Class (or the exercise on 
religion denial), who boldly stood up to say: “My granny and I go to church on Sundays.” The teacher 
dressed up in sportswear from the German Democratic Republic cried out: “Kristina, please sit down, 
for nobody asked you.” Actually, all children were secret churchgoers and Kristina had better merely 
kept quiet and lied in the way all others did as they were taught. Instead, Kristina remained standing 
and asked to make a record in a large red book that she was going to church on Sundays together with 
her grandmother, since her parents were sent into exile. This happened in 1964, quite a “relaxed time”: 
the bas-relief of Vladimir Lenin above the ‘Atheism/Lying teacher’ was shining with traces of the 
sponge thrown by the pupils. As for me, I was in a better position as a Jew, since nobody would make 
enquiries about my religious loyalty. So, Kristina was standing there alone insisting: “Please write in 
your book that I am a churchgoer.” Then, the teacher turned to the audience of pupils, mostly children 
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of believers’ families: “Well, children, it is for you to decide, because now you can see the reason for 
your future problems.” Encouraged, the children beat Kristina Žiurkevičiūtė during the break for being 
“an outsider” and for her failure to submit to the key condition entailed by Soviet system: hypocrisy and 
lying. Consequently, two weeks later she was sent to another school to prevent her “from poisoning the 
atmosphere in the class”. Those were the good years of the Brezhnev period in Kaunas, the city of my 
childhood.
 I recently met an elderly man in Washington, who shared with me his recollections about the 
mid 1970’s, when he was involved with the smuggling of Beatles music through the ports of the 
Soviet Union. Some of the honourable guests present are well aware of the times, when we used to 
retype the works of George Orwell and perhaps American Kremlinologists, while listening if there 
was anyone at our door from the plainclothes unit to make a search of our flat.
 We cannot afford to leave the previous epoch without assessment, since unidentified, it tries to 
repeat itself in new and, occasionally, monstrous forms. On the old European continent, Lithuania has 
a 700 km long border with the State of Belarus, ruled by Lukashenko, the last European dictator, who 
tries to maintain the features of the former Soviet regime. That border, by the way, is longer than the one 
between France and Spain. And it is only 30 kilometres away from Vilnius. Behind it, new monuments 
to the old Chekka Chairman Felix Dzerzhinsky are being erected and political opponents disappear in 
broad daylight. After a brief period of freedom, the society in Minsk is filled again with fear. All mass 
media is controlled by state. Gifted young people studying at law universities are lured with work for 
repressive KGB (the name is also intact) structures. This takes place in 2008. This is Europe too. So, 
while learning about this in Lithuania, we sometimes feel roughly the way people felt in Switzerland 
during the Second World War.
 The Lisbon Treaty, which, I hope, we will soon ratify, commits us to live in the new Solidarity of 
Europe. Upon my coming here, I stopped at the Lithuanian-Polish border to cross it back and forth, which 
I did with interest, driving among abandoned checkpoints, which were the tremendous fortifications in 
the Soviet times only 18 years ago. Now I watched the farmers serenely pasturing their cattle on the 
field there. 
 The Republic of Lithuania initiated this first debate, since we believe the new European solidarity 
could make the old European States aware about what happened to us in the second half of the 20th 
century. 
 The civil society of the European Union cannot be civil, if it is unable to recognise the signs 
which led to the isolation of that part of the continent. Truly, I have to think how I shall explain to my 
daughter Ester, why she, a girl from Vilnius, is less important to the EU than say, some Ester from 
Paris, her same age. And my son Dovydas, a graduate from Vilnius University, will he not take up a 
window cleaner’s job in London as a second-class labourer? After all, before the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
conspiracy, the potential of Estonian society, for example, was higher than that of Finnish, while the 
level of development of the Czech society outstripped that of Spanish and a number of its other Western 
neighbours. 
 For 50 years, Central Europe and the Baltic States have been forced to lead a daily struggle against 
the reality imposed on them by the might of the Soviet army, instead of creating or competing with the 
English, French and Germans who remained in the success zone on the other side of the Iron Curtain. 
We were forbidden even to know what had been going on in our independent states before the war. As 
a student, I could not search, in the sealed archives, with which parties my relatives were affiliated in 
inter-war Lithuania. We just whispered about that within the family. All books published before 1944 
were taken out of library use when the Soviet army entered the Baltic States. We were isolated not only 
from the free world of the second half of the 20th century, but also from our free past. We used to say: 
“This neighbour graduated from the Technical University in Brussels before the war; that artist was 
staying in Montmartre before the war.” They seemed to be the surviving ambassadors of the free world. 
WE ARE FREE now. 
 The Republic of Lithuania initiated this process and expresses gratitude to the European Commission 
for the support given to this matter in order to ultimately find out how it could have happened that half 
of Europe’s nations had been surrendered to an unprecedented regime denying human dignity and 
individuality, enforced by Soviet Moscow through local collaborators. 
 In my capacity of Chairman of the Subcommittee on Cultural Heritage of the Council of Europe, 
I travelled to many capitals and I have learned about an upsurge in the cultural communities of writers, 
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artists and architects in Central Europe before the Nazi and Stalin regime got hold of the region. In 
the 1920s, the spread of stylistic influences in arts in Central Europe was nearly concurrent with the 
spread of these styles in the West, and the cultural exchange between the Central Europe and Baltic 
States on the one hand, and Berlin, London, and Amsterdam on the other was thriving. There was a 
regular exchange of intellectuals, scholars and specialists. A host of knowledge-thirsty people travelled 
to and fro between these countries. The exchange of European visionary parties was in place. In 1920 
my grandmother, owner of the “Komercija” hotel in Kaunas, the provisional capital of Lithuania, used 
to go to Berlin, Paris, and the then European Königsberg once in three weeks. There were adventurers 
too: two renowned artists from Kaunas hired a carriage with two horses in harness and went on tour 
to Vienna and Paris. Equipped with Lithuanian passports and European souls they felt quite at home 
in the all-encompassing and thrilling European vision that was very similar among people in the great 
European capitals.
 The first attempt to build Europe has failed of course. My recent investigation into the records of 
interrogations by the KGB in Vilnius led me to documents attesting to repressions truly extraordinary, 
including some facts which sound like a sheer stretch of imagination. Just a little example: residents of 
independent Lithuania, who subscribed to Paris and London publications in the pre-war period, were 
sentenced by the Soviets to long years of imprisonment, which means an act, which was punishable 
in USSR where censorship ruled, was made also punishable for the citizens of another state – pre-war 
Lithuania – and those people were tried as if they had been the subjects formerly of the Communist 
Soviet Union. Pre-war membership of the Lithuanian Christian People’s or Social Democratic Parties 
was found punishable after the war, in the period of the Soviet occupation. In other words, the state that 
occupied us did not recognise the free life we had formerly enjoyed. So, building upon the message left 
to us by the pre-war Europeans, whose free will the Nazi and Soviet camps had so violently attempted 
to extinguish, we state that Europe is free again. It is Europe where we will find out what was going on, 
how British and American diplomatic services during the Potsdam Conference could be noting down 
in their reports that the area of bloody dictatorship would extend from Bulgaria to Warsaw. Western 
governments must have been well informed what Moscow intended to do with the Central Europeans. 
 Part of the Western elite knew only too well that half of Europe, which had been an essential part of 
Western civilisation for centuries, would now be coerced to form a part of the Gulag Empire. Therefore, 
we now have to be more and more involved in the process of coming together and learning more about 
each other, a process where both the old and the new EU Member States should participate. Apart from 
creating more room in English and French minds to feel for the past hardships and specific conditions of 
their new neighbours, this will also aid us in the process of establishing a new EU security construction; 
armed with this new tool we will be able to immediately recognise manifestations of threat given by the 
totalitarian or authoritarian regimes, regardless of whether they come from China or Belarus. There should 
be joint efforts of Europeans to recognise these dangers to Europe. We need to make sure the new European 
generations have the tools making them aware of apparitions of the old Communist dictatorships.
 

Proposals by the Lithuanian delegation to the conclusions of the European hearing on 
Crimes committed by totalitarian regimes 

 The Berlin Declaration, the compromise agreement on the Framework Decision on Racism and 
Xenophobia and the Statement by the Council of 19 April 2007, which deplores crimes committed by 
totalitarian regimes, as well as the reflection of the overall agreement on racism and xenophobia in the 
June 2007 European Council Conclusions underline a political commitment by the EU to appraise the 
crimes committed by all the totalitarian regimes at the European level.
 Therefore, the first European hearing on crimes committed by totalitarian regimes, otalitarian regimes, 
the Nazi and the Soviet, which brought violations of human rights and freedoms, genocide, war crimes 
and crimes against humanity, recognizing the need to increase awareness about the second, often forgotten 
part of Europe’s history, and to ensure its evaluation and recognition on equal footing with the history 
of Western Europe, recognizing the need to develop a common approach towards crimes committed by 
totalitarian regimes, whereby an anti-totalitarian stance would become a part of common European identity 
and common system of values, invites the Member States and the respective EU institutions:
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1. To ensure continuity of the process of evaluation of the totalitarian crimes, thus bringing deeper 
understanding of the meaning, extent and consequences of the crimes committed by the totalitarian 
regimes, as well as preventing recurrences of totalitarian rule; 
2. To establish a special international commission to investigate and evaluate the crimes committed by 
the Communist and other totalitarian regimes in Europe;
3. To establish a European Foundation to promote public awareness at the EU level, to develop cultural 
and educational projects, and to provide support for European and national research and educational 
projects;
4. To declare 23 August (the day the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact was signed) the European day of 
commemoration of the victims of totalitarian regimes and start its commemoration at the European level; 
to consider construction of a memorial for the victims of totalitarian regimes in order to rehabilitate, and 
appropriately memorialise, victims of these crimes;
5. To consider establishing a European Museum on Totalitarian Regimes;
6. To ensure the principle of equal treatment and non-discrimination of victims of all the totalitarian 
regimes.

 How do we see the future of evaluation of the totalitarian regimes in Europe, with regard to the 
mentioned proposals?
 First, every country has to issue an official report adopted by its Government or Parliament.
 In the run-up to the 40th anniversary of the Prague Spring and the 20th anniversary of the Sąjūdis 
Independence Movement, as well as the 70th anniversary of the inopportune Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, 
it is particularly important for us to take a closer look at the past, which forms part of our lives, partly 
spent under totalitarian regimes. It is crucial to evaluate the past and turn the memories of the living 
victims into meaningful moral guidelines for young EU citizens.
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Kathinka Dittrich van Weringh*1

PROMOTING PUBLIC AWARENESS Of TOTALITARIAN CRIMES

 “On your knees!” shouted a Civil Guard as he struck me. This was during a raid at the University 
of Barcelona in Franco’s Spain. “Up, forward!” I felt deeply humiliated, physically and mentally.
 A few years later, during the Soviet era, when I was working as the founding director of the 
Goethe-Institute in Moscow, a Jewish friend and journalist begged me: “Do not say anything on the 
phone, let’s talk on the street where we are not overheard and taped.” Fear had become an inherent part 
of her thinking.
 “Oh, you are German, but you are quite nice.” That was said by a casual café-acquaintance during 
my years in New York, a city with many immigrants from Hitler’s Germany. I remained silent and felt 
discriminated against.
 And when I ran the Goethe-Institute Amsterdam in the Netherlands – a country, of course, occupied 
by Germany in World War II – I was paid the probably well-meaning ‘compliment’: “Kathinka, you are 
not really German, you are like us.” 
 “Is Europe so important for you that you would die for it?” a Serbian publisher recently wanted 
to know, enquiring about my attitude as Chair of the Board of the independent European Cultural 
Foundation. “No!” I answered. A vision should never turn into fanaticism.
 These few personal examples may indicate how complex is the seemingly simple question before 
us – How are we to promote public awareness of totalitarian crimes? – and also the likelihood that 
possible answers will be influenced by personal experience. And when critical investigations into past 
and present totalitarian crimes are being conducted, I find it essential to ask “Why?” and “For whom?” 
before approaching the big issue of how they should be dealt with.

1. Why, then?

 To commit proven criminals against humanity to their just punishment, on the basis of human 
rights agreed Europe-wide, with all the legal consequences? A Hitler, Stalin, Salazar, Franco, Milošević, 
had they survived; a Mladić, Pinochet, Saddam Hussein, and many other less publicly known figures? 
Yes, this is a matter for the courts of justice. 
 However, ‘eminent’ criminals are as rare as eminent heroes of resistance. Life simply is not black 
and white. The majority of people move in a grey, often ambivalent zone, preoccupied by personal 
interests, their daily joys and sorrows, but also by a readiness to help. Hannah Arendt opened our eyes 
to the ‘banality of evil’.
 We should also take a closer look at the various motives of private individuals and public figures 
that lived under totalitarian regimes in Europe and now want to have their former surveillance files 
opened – or kept firmly shut. That ‘the truth must come to light’ is a convincing argument, but the 
truth has many faces. Another very good argument is that victims should be acknowledged and 
compensated. Well, yes, if the victim and the perpetrator can be clearly distinguished. But ulterior 
motives sometimes lurk behind politically correct and even often honestly meant arguments. Wherever 
people are trying to come to terms with their totalitarian past – in Nazi Germany and Nazi-occupied 
countries (up to 1945), in Portugal, Greece and Spain (up to 1974–75), in the Soviet Union and Soviet-
occupied/‘supervised’ countries (up to 1989), and elsewhere – envy and malice will also play a role, as 
will defensive nationalistic attitudes and personal careerism. The latter will have a better chance where 
the public prosecutor and the Ministry of Justice are one and the same. But not only there. During my 
time at university in Hamburg in the 1960’s, I once asked a fellow student “Why do you study law?” 
The answer: “To dig up Nazi criminals and so earn a lot of money quickly.” I shall never forget it. To 
beat political criminals using their own means? Does the aim sanctify the means?

* Kathinka Dittrich van Weringh, Chair of the Board of the European Cultural Foundation.
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Spain's Amnesty Act of 1977 ensured that, during the first two decades of
democracy, the memory of the Civil War and the human rights violations of
the Franco dictatorship remained taboo. Initiatives by the Zapatero
government to redress historic injustices signal a new era, yet there is a way
to go before Spanish society is unanimous about its past, writes historian
Julián Casanova.

The Civil War and Franco’s dictatorship are being talked about in Spain at
last. At least this is the claim being made in much of the international media,
and many Spanish people seem to be thinking the same. Spanish society,
they say, is ridding itself of the amnesia and “pact of oblivion” which gripped
it in the first two decades of democracy. So what is happening in Spain? Why
this sudden enthusiastic interest in the recent past, the Civil War, the
dictatorship and its victims?

Francisco Franco, who ran a dictatorship in Spain for almost forty years, died
of natural causes in November 1975. After his death, there was no talk of
setting up truth commissions to investigate the thousands of murders and
human rights violations committed during the dictatorship – unlike in the
countries of the Southern Cone, particularly Chile and Argentina, where truth
commissions laid the foundations for the reconstruction of democracy and
collective memory following the military dictatorships. Nor were the alleged
perpetrators of these violent acts brought to trial. Some think that this lack
of “official truth” marks the difference between Spanish democracy and the
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democracies in South America. But it is not as simple as that. Let us look at
history, memory and forgetting, and how it has influenced debate and
political squabbling in the present day.

History

In the first few months of 1936, Spanish society was highly fragmented, with
uneasiness between factions and, like elsewhere in Europe, a widespread
rejection of liberal democracy in favour of authoritarianism. Yet none of this
need have led to a civil war. The war began because a military rebellion
against the republic undermined the ability of the state and government to
maintain order. The division of the army and security forces prevented the
military achieving its main objective: the rapid seizure of power. Yet by
undermining the government’s ability to maintain order, the coup d’état
transformed into unprecedented open violence between groups that
supported it and those that opposed it. It was July 1936 and thus began the
Spanish Civil War.

The Spanish Civil War has gone down in history and in memory for the way it
dehumanised its adversaries and for the horrific violence that it generated.
Lawless, arbitrary shootings and massacres eliminated enemies, real or
presumed, on both sides. If we go by the meticulous research carried out in
the last few years, there were at least 150 000 victims who paid with their
lives for the violence: close to 100 000 in the zone controlled by the military
rebels and somewhat fewer than 60 000 in the Republican zone.

The nationalists’ policy of extermination of the Left was approved by a large
conservative section of society. Many on the Left, meanwhile, saw in the
failure of the military coup the hour of revolution and final judgment against
the rich, and class hatred and vengeance spread like wildfire. The military
rebels were given the blessing of the Catholic Church from the very
beginning, however the clergy and sacred property were also the prime
target of those who took part in defeating the military rebels and who played
leading roles in the “popular terror” during the summer of 1936. Catholicism
and anti-clericalism were thus major components of the battle being
unleashed on Spanish territory over basic questions regarding the
organisation of society and the state.

There were various conflicts involved. It was a war between classes,
between different conceptions of the social order, between Catholicism and
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anti-clericalism, over the idea of nation, and over ideas and creeds that
dominated the international scene at the time. The Civil War crystallised
worldwide battles between landowners and workers, between Church and
State, and between obscurantism and modernisation, which were also being
fought out elsewhere between communism and fascism, while the
debilitated democracies looked on.

The international situation was not conducive to peace, and this affected the
war, in its origins and internal dynamic. International support for both sides
was vital in keeping the conflict going in the first few months. When the war
began, the democratic powers were attempting to “appease” the fascists in
Europe, especially the German Nazis. The Spanish Republic therefore had to
wage war against an army favoured by the international situation.
Dictatorships under the rule of a single man and a single party had
substituted democracy in many countries and, except in Russia, all these
parties were on the Right. Six of the continent’s democracies were invaded
by the Nazis the year after the Civil War ended. Spain, then, was no
exception in a continent ruled by the authoritarian Right. But this cannot
excuse a wide sector of Spanish society, the political and union leaders,
soldiers and churchmen, who did nothing to develop a civic culture of
respect for the law, for electoral results, for freedom of expression and
association, and for civil rights.

Many Spaniards saw the war as a horror from the start; others felt they were
in the wrong zone and tried to escape. Some figures in the Republic did not
take sides, forming a “third Spain”. But millions of people were forced to
take sides, some getting their hands dirtier than others. There is, then, no
simple answer to why such barbarity broke out. Spain began the 1930s with
a republic and ended the decade under an authoritarian rightwing
dictatorship. Whatever we may say of the violence that preceded the Civil
War, it is clear that in Spanish history there is a before and after to the coup
d’état of July 1936.

Nationalists and Republicans had such different ideas of how to organise the
state and society, and were so committed to their aims, that settlement was
difficult. Franco’s victory was also a victory for Hitler and Mussolini, and the
Republic¹s defeat a defeat for democracies. Following this, there was no
attempt at reconstruction in Spain, as had occurred in western Europe after
1945.
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The Spanish civil war was followed by a long uncivil peace. The official end
of the war on 1 April 1939 did not put a stop to violence. It saw the end of
the political and class struggle, of the parliamentary system, of the lay
Republic and of revolutionary atheism – all these demons interred by
Franco’s armed victory under divine protection. With the Reds captive and
disarmed, Spain began a new era, which was to see the end of this
“unclean” history of political pluralism, liberalism and foreign philosophies.
In the post-war era, the elimination of the defeated became the Francoist
army’s absolute priority. The destruction of the defeated opened up broad
political and social opportunities and provided the victors with vast benefits
that formed the basis of the power of Francoism.

Thus began a new period of mass executions, prison and torture for
thousands of men and women. Death was unleashed with total impunity, the
same impunity that had guided the massacres undertaken by the military
rebels since July 1936. At least 50 000 people were executed in the decade
following the end of the war, without counting the thousands of deaths
caused by hunger and disease in the various prisons. The collapse of the
Republican army in the spring of 1939 meant that hundreds of thousands of
prisoners were sent to improvised concentration camps scattered over the
Spanish countryside. In late 1939 and throughout 1940, prisoners numbered
over 270 000, according to official sources, a figure that declined in the
following two years as a result of the thousands of executions and deaths
from illness and starvation. The exodus of the defeated population also left
its mark. “The withdrawal”, as the great exile of 1939 was known, saw some
450 000 refugees fleeing to France in the first three months of that year, of
whom 170 000 were women, children and the elderly. Some 200 000
returned in the following months, to continue their living hell in the Francoist
dictatorship prisons. It was, in short, a purge that dismantled the culture and
social foundations of the Republic, the labour movement and secularism.

The dictatorship made sure that its victory was always evident. It peppered
the whole territory of Spain with memorials and dealt out ruthless
punishment to the vanquished, their children and their children’s children.
The churches were filled with plaques commemorating those who had
“fallen in the service of God and the Fatherland”. However the names of the
tens of thousands murdered by the military and fascist terror were never
commemorated, not even on a humble tombstone. The defeated were
frightened even to claim the bodies of their loved ones.
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During the first two decades of the transition to democracy, revealing this
brutal history was almost exclusively the work of a diverse group of
historians who, on the basis of new sources, discussed ways of interpreting
the past and began to compare it with what had occurred in other societies.
These studies were disseminated within academic circles and they changed
and substantially enriched knowledge about this long period of
contemporary Spanish history. However the arguments and conclusions
failed to reach a wider public and were of scant interest to the media.

The winning side’s versions gradually became outdated and discredited,
mainly because they were poorly argued, its principal apologists either dead
or retired. With the exception of military history, a sphere in which Francoist
authors always felt at home, almost everything that is known today, over
seventy years after the beginning of that conflict, is the result either of the
work of Hispanists, particularly from Great Britain and North America, or of a
new generation of historians who came to the Spanish universities at the
end of the dictatorship and in the early years of the transition to democracy.
There was no “quarrel of the historians” in Spain, as there was in Germany,
because collective responsibilities were less intense and less international,
and historiographic revision, with its lights and shades, meant the almost
unanimous abandonment of the ideas that were the cogs of the Franco
dictatorship’s propaganda machine.

This abandonment might be said to be the distinguishing trait of historians
who work in Spanish universities, publish books and conduct research. While
we may argue about the best way of characterising the dictatorship, or
about memory and forgetting, to name but two of the issues that have taken
up most of our time, almost all of us have rejected the ideological baggage
bequeathed to us by Francoism, which is nevertheless still carried by
journalists and rightwing politicians.

Memory

But the history of the Civil War and the dictatorship is no longer the
exclusive preserve of historians, and there are now many people who wish
to address this past in political terms and, in the case of the descendants of
the victims, in ethical terms. Mass graves have begun to be opened in
search of the remains of victims who were never registered and a number of
magnificent documentaries have been made that unearth aspects of this
past that have been hushed up the most. This represents a new social
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dimension for history, with testimony playing the main role.

The traumas, wars and dictatorships of the past tend to cause conflicts
between different memories, both individual and collective, different ways of
perceiving history. Although many Spaniards think that having divided,
opposing memories only applies to them, this rift has occurred, and is still
present, in every country that suffered criminal political regimes, such as
Nazi Germany, Stalinist Russia, the military dictatorships of the Southern
Cone and Franco’s Spain. In these cases, as Ernst Nolte, the conservative
German historian, stated some twenty years ago with regard to Nazism, “the
past will not pass away”. Historical memory, far from being neutral territory,
has become a cultural, symbol-appropriating, political battlefield.

The society that emerged from Francoism and grew in the first two decades
of democracy displayed marked signs of indifference towards the cause of
the victims of the Civil War and the dictatorship. With the Amnesty Act of 15
October 1977, the state ruled out any future legal inquiries into “crimes
committed by public servants violating human rights”. The traumatic
memory of the war, interpreted as a type of collective madness with
abominable crimes in both camps, together with the fear imposed by the
dictatorship, meant there was no talk of setting up truth commissions to
investigate the thousands of killings and systematic violation of human
rights practised up to the end by Franco and his armed forces.

For various reasons, the battle to uncover the hidden past, to learn the truth
and demand justice were never distinguishing features of the transition to
democracy in Spain, despite the efforts of historians to analyse those events
and pass their findings onto future generations. Spain was full of lieux de
mémoire for the victors of the Civil War, with the Valley of the Fallen, the
monument built by Franco in April 1959 to commemorate the Civil War,
holding pride of place. These were places to defy “time and forgetting” as
the Francoists used to say, tributes to the sacrifice of the “heroes and
martyrs of the Crusade”. The other dead, the tens of thousands of Reds and
unbelievers murdered during the war and post-war period, simply did not
exist. No government or democratic party showed any interest in
encouraging debate over redressing this injustice. Nor was there any strong
social pressure to reverse this official disregard for the crimes of the
Francoist dictatorship.

This began to change, gradually, during the second half of the 1990s, when
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previously unknown facts and figures regarding the victims of the Civil War
and Francoist violence came to light. This coincided with the growing
importance that international opinion was giving to debates on human rights
and the need for remembrance of wars and dictatorships following the end
of the Cold War and the disappearance of the communist regimes of eastern
Europe. Thus emerged a new social construction of memory. A section of
society began to mobilise, associations for the recovery of historical memory
were set up, mass graves were exhumed in the search for the dead who
were never registered, and the descendants of those killed by the
Francoists, more often their grandchildren than their children, began to ask
what had happened – why this story of death and humiliation had been
covered up and who the executioners had been.

The past refused to go away, although measures taken to preserve and
transmit the memory of these victims, and especially to see that they were
publicly acknowledged and received moral redress, met a good many
obstacles. With the Partido Popular in power and José María Aznar as Prime
Minister from May 1996 to March 2004, such measures were not possible in
view of the links that some of the party’s politicians had previously had with
the dictatorship. Meanwhile, in the final years of the twentieth century and
first few years of the twenty-first, several hundred Catholic clerics
“martyred” during the Civil War were beatified. Nothing has changed:
honour and glory for some, silence and humiliation for others.

Politics

The arrival of a socialist government under José Luís Rodríguez Zapatero
opened a new era. For the first time in the thirty-year-old democracy, politics
was to take the initiative in redressing this historic injustice. This was the
prime significance of the bill introduced at the end of July 2006, later to be
known as the Ley de Memoria Histórica (The Historical Memory Act). This led
to memory being discussed more openly than ever before, and the past was
to become a lesson for the present and the future. The bill did not deal with
different interpretations of the past: it was not trying to define responsibility
or point the finger of guilt. Nor did it propose a Truth Commission, as had
been set up in other countries to register the mechanisms of death, violence
and torture and identify the victims and their executioners.

Even so, it provoked strong reaction from the opposition Right (Mariano
Rajoy, the leader of the PP, stated that his party would repeal the Act if it
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came to power), the Catholic Church and its media outlets. Esquerra
Republicana (the Catalan Republican Left party) rejected it because it failed
to call for the quashing of Francoist trials, while the moderate Basque and
Catalan nationalists also imposed their conditions: the former requiring the
return of Basque government documents held in the Archive at Salamanca,
the latter calling for clearer acknowledgement of crimes and violence on the
Republican side.

Spanish democracy needed this act, which was finally passed on 31 October
2007, and while it did not go far enough, it did open new avenues for moral
redress and legal and political recognition for the victims of the Civil War
and Francoism. In October 2008, judge Baltasar Garzón, under the terms of
the act, applied to investigate the circumstances of the death and
whereabouts of thousands of victims of the civil war and the dictatorship,
many left by their killers in roadside ditches, against cemetery walls, buried
in mass graves – all murdered without trial or legal safeguards. Since the
political class had never taken legal and political recognition of these victims
seriously, it fell to a judge to take the initiative, the same judge, incidentally,
who had taken action against the Grupos Antiterroristas de Liberación (an
anti-ETA death squad), sent hundreds of ETA terrorists to prison and ordered
the arrest of Augusto Pinochet.

Instead of allowing this shameful history of political assassination to be
investigated, and instead of trying to understand and explain why it
occurred, condemn and learn from it, a certain sector of judges, politicians
and the media began a harsh persecution of Baltasar Garzón, culminating in
May 2010 with his suspension and disqualification for allegedly exceeding
his powers in investigating the crimes of Francoism.

Following a complex transition, littered with conflicts and obstacles,
democracy changed Spain’s position in Europe, thus fulfilling one of the
dreams held by the Spanish intellectual elite since the end of the nineteenth
century – Spain’s full integration within Europe. The challenge facing the
Spanish people in the twenty-first century is no longer about creating full
democracy with equal rights and freedoms, the occasionally bloody
aspiration of some of the generations that preceded them, but about
continuing with this transformation in order to strengthen civil society and
citizen involvement.

Over thirty years after the death of the dictator, Spanish society has
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managed to leave behind some of the basic problems that had most
concerned it in the past. But from his tomb, Franco still seems to be showing
the way with regard to other problems that are just as important. The Valley
of the Fallen was and remains a memorial to Franco, with democratic
governments unable to establish a coherent policy for handling this legacy.
Unbiased viewing of this traumatic past and the issue of political, legal and
moral redress for the victims of Francoist violence generate rejection and
obstruction from powerful groups firmly entrenched in the judiciary, politics
and the media. And the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, which managed to
preserve the privileged situation it had enjoyed under Franco, jealously
clings on to its financial resources and the monopoly it had acquired in
primary and secondary education and, with the vigorous backing of the
Vatican, disputes every square metre of territory that the state wishes to
conquer in questions of morality. Thirty-five years after Franco, Spain still
has no law of religious freedom compatible with the changes that have
occurred in society arising from immigration.

With democracy now firmly established, we need to learn from the past.
Thousands of families hope that the state will provide the wherewithal to
recover their nearest and dearest who were murdered and hidden below the
ground, without trial or evidence, so that no trace of them remained. The list
of victims of Francoist violence during and after the war needs to be
published, and information provided regarding the locations where they
were executed and the graves they were buried in. A start has been made
with the Justice Ministry¹s publication of a map showing graves and a
database. [1] Meanwhile, the memory of the victors should not be ignored,
abandoned or destroyed either. Their lieux de mémoire are the best
evidence of the true import of the link between religion and patriotism
during the dictatorship. Being informed, knowing that different memories
and traditions exist side by side, are aims that cannot be discarded. But to
achieve that, the obstacles against recovering the victims of so much torture
and bloodshed from roadside ditches and lost graves must first be removed.

Various issues have starkly come to light in recent months. The first is
obvious: as far as the civil war and the dictatorship are concerned, there are
politicians and journalists who would rather stimulate ignorance than
promote enlightenment. Again and again they say that they are tired of
memory, the history of the civil war and the dictatorship; that with such a
grave economic crisis in the country, people have had enough looking back
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at the past. However, they have no problem in remembering, or re-
inventing, to adapt it to their taste, the history of the Reconquista, the
Catholic Monarchs, the discovery of America, the grandeur of the imperial
monarchy or the glorious Peninsular War. The only history they refer to is
that which serves their own interests or to celebrate their own marvellous
present.

They do not care that historians present solid evidence that the Civil War
was caused by a violent coup d’état against the Republic and that the war
and the subsequent dictatorship were disastrous for Spain’s history and her
harmonious development. Even though there is more than enough evidence
for the cruel, organised, merciless revenge taken by Franco against all his
opponents, almost forty years after his death not a single leading politician
or deputy in the Partido Popular has yet come forward to categorically
condemn the killing and brutality arising from the repressive policies of the
dictatorship, or to argue in favour of the dissemination of this history as an
important component of learning about the democratic values of tolerance
and human rights. All they are interested in is remembering the red terror
during the civil war, as if the purpose of recounting history was to balance
out examples of barbarism. It is as if, in order to explain the Gulag, we were
to have to fall back on the repression of the Tsarist police or the outrages of
the White Army during the Russian civil war.

Official forgetting, a policy many in Spain wish to preserve, will not make the
memory of the victims go away, because nobody has found the formula to
erase traumatic pasts, which float to the surface time after time. To combat
silence and indifference towards this organised terror, whose outcome was a
strong dose of brutality and the break up of the state, the only remedy is
public memory policies based on archives, museums and education.
Democratic states need to compile and preserve documents and testimonies
from periods of dictatorship. These then need to be disseminated and made
available to researchers and institutions. This recent history needs to be
taught in schools and the values of tolerance and freedom transmitted to
the young. It is not enough just to set up courts to judge history; it is also
necessary to try to understand and explain what happened. As the noted
defender of human rights, the Uruguayan Jesuit priest Luis Pérez de Aguirre,
wrote in his Memoria de los detenidos desaparecidos: “The past is
remembered and judged not just to punish or condemn, but also to learn
from”.
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Footnotes

1. See: 
http://mapadefosas.mjusticia.es/exovi_externo/CargarInformacion.htm
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