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Remembering Communism:
The Experience of Political Defeat
Philip Bounds

I

t is often claimed that one of the most important features of contemporary culture is that
people no longer believe in progress. For about three centuries after the dawn of the
scientific age, or so the argument goes, it was taken for granted that human beings could
usher in the earthly paradise by reordering their societies in accordance with the dictates
of reason. Liberalism, Hegelianism, Marxism and anarchism were just some of the
ideologies that held out the prospect of universal liberation. Yet at some point in the second
half of the 20th century, as the great hopes of the Enlightenment began to recede, the idea
of progress suddenly came to seem either hopelessly naïve or positively dangerous.
Traumatised by the Holocaust, two appalling world wars and increasing evidence of
environmental despoliation (to name just a few of the distinctively modern catastrophes
which have beset us over the last 60 years), men and women instinctively reverted to what
one writer has called a "philosophy of imperfection"1. Now, entering a postmodern age in
which the majority of people feel trapped in a "permanent present"2, the most we dare to
hope for are minor improvements to our daily lot. The age of utopia is over.
It goes without saying that this gloomy vision of our recent history, expressed in its
most schematic form in Jean-François Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition (1979),3 is
extremely oversimplified. As the recent resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism goes to
show, there are still plenty of people who believe in paradise and are willing to fight for it.4
Nor can we be sure that the utopian impulse is fully exhausted even in the West, where a
number of scientific and technological developments (ranging from genetic engineering on
the one hand to cryogenics on the other) might yet serve to revive it. But there is no doubt
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that the Lyotard thesis is broadly correct. There has probably been no other time in history
when so many people have had to abandon their most deeply cherished political beliefs.
This makes it all the more surprising that so little attention has been paid to what might be
termed the psychology of dashed radical hopes. While cultural theorists have gone a long
way towards describing the new postmodern or post-utopian sensibility (cynical,
compulsively ironic, ignorant of history), they have done practically nothing to evoke the
experience of political defeat. What does it feel like for someone to invest his faith in the
so-called ‘Enlightenment project’, only to discover that his faith has been misplaced? Does
he ever truly cease to believe, or is his belief merely sublimated into new forms? And how
can he possibly adapt to a world without hope? These are just some of the questions that
urgently need to be answered.
Nothing has illustrated the collapse of Enlightenment hopes quite as powerfully as the
sudden decline of Marxism. It is still less than 20 years since large swathes of Europe, Asia
and Africa were governed by regimes that claimed to be Marxist-Leninist. Today only four
remain, each of them a byword for totalitarian nastiness. Most of the rest were swept aside
in that extraordinary period of political turbulence that convulsed the world at the end of the
1980s, culminating in the abolition of the USSR on the last day of 1991. The response of
Marxists to these cataclysmic events tells us a great deal about the fate of utopian
sensibility in the modern age.5
There is one widespread misunderstanding that needs to be cleared up at the start. If
Marxists were traumatised by the collapse of the socialist countries, it was not because
they regarded them as beacons of political virtue. By the early 1980s, there was scarcely
anyone who failed to recognise that the USSR and its allies were economically inefficient,
politically despotic and culturally impoverished. Even if they felt obliged to conceal their
views in public (and by no means all of them did), Marxists usually admitted sotto voce that
the exorbitant dreams of 1917 were very far from coming true.6 Yet what they retained was
a certain despairing faith in the possibility of reform. Embarrassed by the failures of 'actually
existing socialism', they clung to the belief that an injection of free speech, a dose of
workers' control and a more accountable system of government might one day unleash its
potential. In the mid-1980s, their hopes were cruelly raised by the accession to power of
Mikhail Gorbachev, whose reformist programme of glasnost and perestroika briefly
threatened to transform the USSR into a civilised industrial power. What was so dismaying
about the events of 1991, when Gorbachev found himself turfed out of office by the
dipsomaniac free-marketeer Boris Yeltsin, was the recognition that most of the Soviet
people felt no loyalty at all to their so-called 'socialist heritage'. As the ordinary citizens of
Moscow or Leningrad rushed to embrace the "utopia of the marketplace", to use the critic
George Steiner's phrase, Marxists mourned the passing of the USSR not for what it had
been, but for what it might have become.
At first the mourning went hand-in-hand with self-exculpation. Faced with harrowing proof
that the governments of socialist countries were rotten to the core, Marxists tried hard to
resist the charge that their historic commitments were merely a product of naïveté,
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ignorance or power-worship. Especially interesting was the testimony of older Marxists
(those born in the first three decades of the 20th century), who were now called upon to
explain the fact that they had become communists in the age of Stalin. The most thoughtprovoking of all such testimony came from the British historian Eric Hobsbawm, still
astonishingly energetic in his late eighties, who wrote and spoke with great candour about
the circumstances which had drawn him to communism in the 1930s. Hobsbawm's
argument was that support for the communist movement had been a perfectly rational
response to what he called an "Age of Catastrophe"7. In Europe between the wars, or so he
claimed, it was widely assumed that the "old world was doomed"8. Convinced that a
combination of world war, economic collapse and fascist aggression had brought liberal
civilisation to the brink of extinction, it seemed natural for people to give the benefit of the
doubt to the self-proclaimed alternatives. Those who supported Stalin's USSR were by no
means ignorant of its crimes. Every "serious left-winger" knew perfectly well that Russia was
an "awful place", even if he dismissed many of the more lurid claims about it as capitalist
propaganda.9 But what mattered in the end was the faint possibility of redemption: "…in a
period in which, as you might imagine, mass murder and mass suffering are absolutely
universal, the chance of a new world being born in great suffering would still have been
worth backing"10.
If statements such as these unnerved a lot of people, they also provided a salutary
reminder of the hard moral choices that the men and women of Hobsbawm's generation
had to make. Asked in one notorious interview whether the establishment of a successful
socialist society might have justified the deaths of millions of people, Hobsbawm responded
without a second's hesitation: "Yes”.
The urge to make excuses for past political mistakes was closely bound up with a wider
exercise in historical revisionism. As the socialist countries receded into the past (and as
their vast and often self-incriminating archives were opened for inspection), several Marxists
tried to rescue them from what E.P. Thompson famously called the "enormous
condescension of posterity"11. Scarcely anyone had the temerity to claim that the USSR and
its allies had been conspicuously successful. With the exception of a few unrepentant
Stalinists, whose writings are of interest only as an example of political pathology,12
everyone recognised that the "achievements" of the socialist countries were ultimately
founded on oppression, cruelty and violence. What the Marxist revisionists argued was not
that life under socialism had been better than we were told (on the contrary, some admitted
that it had probably been worse) but rather that the Stalinist regimes had often exercised a
highly progressive influence outside their own borders.
The subtlest version of the argument was once again put forward by Hobsbawm, whose
Age of Extremes (1994) identified at least three reasons why the capitalist world had reason
to be grateful for the existence of the USSR. The first was the creation of the welfare state.
Simply by showing that an alternative social system was possible, or so the argument went,
the USSR had forced the ruling groups throughout Europe and America to make important
concessions to the workers' movement. Although the Soviet people had not themselves
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benefited from their planned economy (or had not benefited to any real extent), its very
existence indirectly gave rise to comprehensive social insurance, universal secondary
education and free healthcare in the capitalist states. There was also the issue of the
USSR's heroic role in the defeat of fascism. Having done more than any other country in the
1930s to warn the world about the menace of Hitlerism, Stalin's Russia proceeded to make
by far the heaviest sacrifice in the Second World War. Something approaching 85% of all
land-fighting in this war occurred on Soviet soil – a fact which Hollywood movies and
Western historians have systematically obscured.13 Finally, turning his attention to what he
insisted on calling the "Third World", Hobsbawm pointed out that the socialist countries had
played a decisive role in the struggle against imperialism. Committed to the basic Marxist
proposition that "no nation which oppresses another can itself be free" (and in spite of their
own dubious record in Eastern Europe), successive Soviet governments had sent massive
amounts of aid to the national liberation movements in Asia, Africa and Latin America.
Although Hobsbawm's main interest was in the political benefits of the October
Revolution, there were several occasions on which he raised the issue of the USSR's
intellectual and cultural legacy. As he implied in Age of Extremes, one of Soviet
communism's greatest achievements was simply the fact that it restored Marxism to a
position of intellectual prominence. If the Russian communists had never come to power, or
so it was claimed, Marx's ideas would probably have lost their popular appeal and become
the property of a tiny minority of intellectuals on the fringes of the international left. By
elevating "Marxism-Leninism" into the official ideology of one of the most important states
on earth, Lenin and his followers rescued it from obscurity and forced intellectuals of all
political persuasions to absorb its main ideas – in the process equipping them with one of
the subtlest and most fruitful methods for analysing human affairs. Not for nothing did John
Maynard Keynes, the greatest 'bourgeois' economist of the 20th century, announce towards
the end of his life that "we are all Marxists now".
Another remarkable tribute to the cultural influence of the socialist countries came from
the critic George Steiner (a self-described "Platonic anarchist"),14 who regarded Marxism not
simply as an important intellectual tool but as the last great expression of "Judaic-messianic
idealism". According to Steiner, Marx was the direct inheritor of that coruscating strain of
utopian enthusiasm that had inspired the Old Testament prophets. By keeping alive the idea
that men and women are greater than they have ever realised (and by striving so tirelessly
to bring high culture to the attention of ordinary people), the socialist countries breathed life
into the utopian impulse at a time when it was being snuffed out everywhere else. When they
finally collapsed, the life of the mind suffered a heavy blow:
The variant on Judaic-messianic idealism, on the prophetic vision of a kingdom of
justice on earth, which we call Marxism, brought intolerable bestiality, suffering and
practical failure to hundreds of millions of men and women. The lifting of that yoke
is cause for utter gratitude and relief. But the source of the hideous misprision is
not ignoble (as was that of Nazi racism): it lies in a terrible over-estimate of man's
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capacities for altruism, for purity, for intellectual-philosophic sustenance. The
theatres in East Berlin performed the classics when heavy metal and American
musicals were wanted. The bookstores displayed Lessing and Goethe and Tolstoy,
but Archer and Collins were dreamed of. The present collapse of Marxist-Leninist
despotisms marks the vengeful termination of a compliment to man - probably
illusory - but positive none the less.15
All of which brings us to the crucial issue. Having squared their consciences with the
grim realities of recent history (and having convinced themselves that the 'socialist
experiment' was not entirely a waste of time), to what extent have Marxists been able to
sustain their faith in Marxism? There is no simple answer to that question. At one extreme
there has clearly been a haemorrhaging of the revolutionary left over the last 20 years.
Thousands of people for whom Marxism was once a ruling passion have torn up their party
cards, made their peace with the market and rued their youthful infatuation with the siren
voices of utopia. These are precisely the sort of people to whom the postmodern theorists
have drawn our attention – disillusioned, apolitical, despairing of human nature.
At the opposite extreme, even in countries where Stalinism did its worst, there is still a
substantial core of loyalists who insist (or pray) that socialism's moment has not yet
passed. Chastened by their failure to perform the "vanguard" role which Lenin assigned to
them, Marxist parties still make an important and largely beneficial contribution to local and
national governments in countries as disparate as India, Germany, France and Iraq. Some
have even adapted themselves to the emergence of the so-called ‘anti-globalisation’
movement, supplying an element of theoretical rigour and organisational skill which younger
activists have not yet developed. The world is a better place as a result of it.
Yet the truly interesting people are neither the believers nor the disbelievers (the stubborn
revolutionaries and the cynical reactionaries, so to speak) but those who come somewhere in
the middle – the scores of men and women who retain a yearning for Enlightenment values
but no longer call themselves Marxists. The most poignant representatives of this group are
those who wallow in a spirit of remembered political passion. Their defining characteristic is
a sort of bittersweet yearning for the political certainties of their youth, combined with the
melancholic realisation that they can never be recaptured. Like William Wordsworth in early
middle age (tearfully affirming that "Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive" even as his faith in
the French Revolution crumbled), they can be moved beyond reason by the memory of a
strike, an eloquent speech or a long-forgotten comrade, only to find themselves snapped back
to reality by the high winds of postmodern cynicism.
There is an extremely affecting example of all this in Wolf Biermann's great essay
"Shaking Hands with the Zeitgest " (1992), which describes what happened when Biermann
was introduced to Mikhail Gorbachev at a reception in Hamburg in the early 1990s. In spite
of the fact that he had not called himself a Marxist in many years (not least because the
ruling Socialist Unity Party had expelled him from East Germany for dissident activities),
Biermann could only think of one thing to say when Gorbachev stood before him: "I am a
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Communist". For some moments an electric current of political nostalgia passed between
the two men, enough to induce a "romantic revolutionary spasm" in both their bodies. But
Biermann's whole point was that the mood could not last. As Gorbachev shook his hand,
"he squeezed meaningfully and tragically, communicating what we both know very well: it
doesn't matter any more"16. For anyone who fell under the spell of the Marxist left and lived
to see the socialist countries collapse, there is something almost painfully moving about the
last two sentences of Biermann's essay: "So we stood there, two survivors by the open
grave of a fixed idea. Then we went on our way"17.
But it would be wrong to end on such an agonistic note. Chronic nostalgics like
Biermann should not simply be dismissed as the casualties of a shattered utopian dream.
In a curious way, even as they reconcile themselves to a life without political hope, they
continue to resist some of the modern world's most disabling illusions. As has often been
pointed out, not least by the great Marxist critic John Berger, nothing has been a greater
source of psychological anguish over the last two centuries than our strictly linear
conception of time. At some point in the early 19th century, largely because of the rapid and
cataclysmic changes which industrial capitalism brought in its wake, men and women began
to behave as if time consists of a series of discrete moments which disappear forever as
soon as they pass. The prevailing assumption is that all of us have been liberated from the
enormous weight of history; and that each set of circumstances is eventually cancelled out
by the events that succeed it, leaving no traces in the sands of time. However, as Berger
has repeatedly argued, this unquestioned emphasis on linearity leaves far too much out. By
emphasising the pristine newness of every moment we experience, we have begun to lose
the sense that the human personality is defined as much by "ineluctable" and "continuous"
events and dispositions as by the realities of social change. Blinded by neophilia, we
compromise our understanding of "birth, sexual attraction, social cooperation, death"18.
Moreover, there is an obvious sense in which the modern idea of time deprives us of
the crucial experience of "timelessness". If human beings are to enjoy any measure of
happiness, or so Berger implied, they must somehow believe that their most important
experiences, values and relationships are destined to last. No one can thrive on the
assumption that every change of circumstances casts him adrift from his past. The great
problem with the modern age is that it has no language in which to talk of such things:
The 19th-century discovery of history as the terrain of human freedom… deposited
the continuous within the flow of history – i.e., the continuous was that which had a
longer duration than the ephemeral. Previously, the continuous was thought of as
the unchanging or timeless existing outside the flow of history.19
The virtue of the post-Marxist nostalgics is that their whole way of life is an affront to
linearity. Nearly all of them seem to live in two periods of history at the same time. Acutely
aware of the bleakness of the modern age, the very texture of their experience seems to
hark back to a lost world – a world of endless meetings in draughty halls, intensive study
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of dog-eared 'Marxist classics', impassioned conversations in city streets, awestruck
obeisance before the power of the working class.20 It is impossible to read a page of their
work without experiencing the past as a living force, reaching down into the present and
providing a residue of remembered hope. Even as they withdraw from politics and retreat
into their memories, men like Biermann remind us of the overwhelming power of our
revolutionary traditions. It is an irony which Marx himself would surely have appreciated.
The writer thanks Neville Bounds, Megan Bounds, Daisy Hasan and Professor Noorul Hasan for their comments
on an earlier draft of this essay.
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