INTRODUCTION: GOOD AND EVIL IN COMMUNISM

This is a book about good and evil -- the way the Communists saw it. This is also a book about Party trials and ordeals and about perpetual self-doubt which were ubiquitous experience in the Stalinist civilization. 

Few will deny that the Great Purge is the ultimate riddle of Soviet history. In the years 1935-1938 the great Moscow show trials destroyed the top echelon of Party leadership while a large number of less dramatic trials led to the execution of hundreds of thousands of Communists. Individuals confessed crimes they did not commit, denounced all that was dear to them -- family and friends included – but were executed in the cellars of NKVD nonetheless. Defying easy explanation, the Great Purge appears as a strange admixture of medieval inquisition and modern industrial killing.

Nor is it easy to fathom the scale of mass psychosis generated by the Great Purge. Historians struggle to come to terms with the flood of denunciations that turned Soviet society into a war of gog umagog. The perpetual seesaw of mutual incriminations, of perpetrators becoming victims and back again, all at remarkable speed, is baffling. The same is true of the subversion of social hierarchy: the higher one's position, the more likely he was to be shot. From this perspective, the Great Purge assumes the form of a morbid carnival in which where the bottoms devour the tops.

Humanism and mass death were two aspects of the same millenarian project – the division of the population into the worthy and the unworthy. Rather than reiterating the common sense that the Great Purge marked an unprecedented breakdown of all moral behavior this study proposes that the Stalinist auto-de-fe was born of an ethical system. That system was the Communist eschatological conviction that a classless society would only be realized when evil souls were extruded from the proletarian community. This established the parameters within which grand scale violence could make moral sense. "We cannot introduce humanist principles all at once," explained Anatolii Lunacharskii, one of the most moderate Bolsheviks. "We first have to annihilate our enemies."

The activity of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union is crucial in the context of the present inquiry in so far that it was the agency that passes moral judgment on individuals. What I shall call the Communist hermeneutics of the soul -- a complex ritual of words and deeds that permitted the Party to determine who was worthy to belong to the brotherhood of the elect -- stands at the heart of my interpretation of the Great Purge.
 Enacted immediately after the Bolsheviks seized power, Communist hermeneutics of the soul was embodied in a wide gamut of practices, amongst which admissions interrogations, purges, comrade trials and campaigns of self-criticism were the most prominent. I talk about hermeneutics here in the sense in which the words the individual used in accounting for his thoughts and desires were taken as a clue or a symptom to some vaster reality -- his intimate, moral disposition -- which replaced it as its ultimate truth. Indeed, functioning as a meeting place between the traditional, Judeo-Christian soul-seeking and modern psychology, the Communist hermeneutics involved probing into the deepest recesses of the individual.

Hermeneutics of the soul emerged as such a prominent Communist practice because a manifest, objectively verifiable way of distinguishing true revolutionaries from impostors had been lacking. Because moral character's content was essentially a private affair, a set of subjective attitudes, not manifest actions, the Party had to take the stories comrades were telling about themselves as the barometers of their souls. It is because self-inspection was ineluctably linked with self-narrativization that autobiographies, their syntax, their meaning, and the ways in which they were publicly interrogated, were a crucial component of the Communist hermeneutic of the soul. Composing their own detailed life stories each and every comrade had to understand where he came from, what had bought him into the Party and what his duties were toward the movement.

During the momentous reconfiguration of political and social identities brought about by the Revolution, the Great Social Transformation and the Great Purge, individuals were relocated within new sets of discursive relations. The new Self was exposed, made nameable and describable, once Party members learned to define, delineate and, in a sense, recreate their universe by speaking about themselves in a new way. The creation of a New Man, equipped with a brand new soul, was the key to the Communist emancipatory project. Maxim Gorky, the famous proletarian novelist, noted that "the new structure of political life demands from us a new structure of the soul."
 Few years later Nadezhda Krupskaia, Lenin's wife and a Party theorist in her own right, concurred that "Yes, we have to create a totally new type of human being."
 At the peak of the Great Purge, Il'ia Erenburg, another renown Soviet writer, was proud to be able to recognize the results: "Though we may have borrowed the model for a tractor from the United States, our tractor driver is certainly a man the world has never seen before."

As soon as the thin layer of Marxist dogma is scratched, it becomes clear that the Communist notion of the Self existed in a contested zone of exchange between various, sometimes very diverse psychological notions. Visions of the New Man were advanced by Party moralists, sociologists, sexologists, literary critics and such like avid participants in the Communist ethical laboratory -- all aspiring to the status of scientists of the revolutionary soul. Schematically put, the Communist Self was uniquely articulated within a hybrid of modern science of the psyche and messianic spirituality. Uniting Marxist theoretical insight into the workings of the human soul and self-interrogation typical of the Marxist ascetic revolutionary tradition, Communists were urged to seek new, scientific means of reaching the essence deep within. Only once all appearances were ostensibly transcended toward the end of the 1930s and the dialectic of inner and outer selves resolved was the new, self-transparent individual ready to be judged by a proper hermeneutical court as to whether he was worthy to enter the Communist paradise. Hence the Great Purge and its courts.

Once the centrality of the hermeneutics of the soul in the everyday life of the Party is recognized, a reevaluation of the question of individual guilt during the trials of the Great Purge has to take place. Adherents of the totalitarian school tend to contrast what they call "soulless" Communism, with its emphasis on the "science of objective truth," with the spirituality of the Christian tradition, which held individual intentions all important. Communists, so the totalitarian argument goes, were obsessed with History, which they understood as an "objective" and "deindividualized" process. The verdict of the ultimate laws of the universe were expected to take precedence over the conscience of the historical actors. In this interpretation, revolutionary justice disregarded subjective intentions geared toward the verdict of the final tribunal of History. Prominent historians and philosophers writing in the 1950s -- the heyday of the totalitarian school -- claimed that Communism had little to say about traditional ethical issues like guilt, that Communism discarded individual moral responsibility. "Despite the fact that their intentions may be subjectively good," maintained the Polish writer Cheslaw Milosz, the guilt of the victims of the Communist regimes had an "objective character." According to Milosz, Christianity was based on a concept of "individual merit of guilt"; whereas the New Faith was based on historical merit and guilt."

To the extent that the Communists had an ethics at all, agreed the German-Jewish philosopher Hannah Arendt, sometimes credited with founding the totalitarian school, their ethics constituted a major break in the history of Western thought. The twin concepts of "objective enemies" and "historical necessity," "so all-important for purges and show-trials in the Bolshevik world," were, according to Arendt, unique Communist inventions entirely unknown even during the French Revolution. "Robespierre's terror of virtue was terrible enough, but it was not directed against people who, even from the viewpoint of the revolutionary ruler, were innocent."
 The Hungarian-Jewish writer Arthur Koestler observed already in the late 1930s that the Party invented "new rules of ethics," based on responsibility toward historical truth. It was that alone, Koestler argues, that matters to the Communists: "who is objectively in the right." Whereas the "liberal ethics of fair play" was fretted about whether one was subjectively in good faith when one acted, to the Communists this question was supposedly of no interest. In Koestler's scenario, Communists threw overboard the old Western moral code that punished intentions and not consequences in favor of what he called "consequent logic." That the convicted may have been honest, well-meaning, and loyal Communists was, according to Koestler, entirely irrelevant.

If this interpretation of the Communist notion of guilt is correct, it renders dubious this book's thesis that the Soviet regime preserved much of the Western civilization's concern with the truth judged according to the soul. I hope, however, that the centrality of the psychological discourse in Communism, documented below, will call into question this position. We will see that the Stalinist regime preserved much of the Western civilization's concern with the truth judged according to the soul. According to Marx, there was nothing in the objective development of capitalism that could alert men to their messianic role. Left to their own devises, the alienated and stupefied workers became cogs in the vast capitalist machine. Convinced that a History left to develop deterministically would only have deepened human bondage, Marx arrayed himself in the robes of a gnostic prophet who miraculously saves humanity by awakening workers' souls to the gospel of truth. This moment represents the transcendent element in Marxism -- had the source of the revolutionary consciousness been immanent in History, the genesis of Marxist ideology would have been transformed into a simple cause, an event inserted in the deterministic chain of events and utterly inadequate to bring about a messianic awakening and emancipation. Thus I take issue with Milosz, Arendt and Koestler not so much for their view of the Communist subjectivity as such -- indeed, Communism did not believe in an entirely autonomous human subject -- but for their failure to appreciate the role Stalin's inquisitors attributed to the subject as a liberating force. Only when one overlooks the voluntarist aspect of Communism, the belief that without the intervention of human agency History could not be consummated, can the Communist concern with the subjective response to the revolutionary message be dismissed.

Without a proper appreciation of the Communist notion of subjective guilt it is impossible to understand why confessions played such an important role in Soviet jurisprudence. What, we may ask, prompted Nikolai Krylenko, the commissar of justice, to propose that judges be allowed to skip the judicial inquiry entirely in cases where the accused had confessed? Why did Vyshinskii regard confession, "however obtained, as in itself sufficient grounds for a conviction"? Why did he advise investigators that "half confession in the defendant's own handwriting" is preferable "to a full confession in the investigator's writing"? Even if we assume that the writing of confessions was imposed on the high ranking leaders accused during the great show trials for propaganda reasons, it remains unclear why elaborate confessions were also extorted from lower echelon comrades, about whom the Soviet public never heard much.
 The injunctions to extract confessions do not make much sense unless we take seriously the concern with subjectivity. Communists had to bear witness against themselves because only they were genuinely privy to their inner truth. When Molotov chided Bukharin for attempting a hunger strike in 1937 Bukahrin justified himself with, "Comrades, this was not my subjective intention."
 Eventually, Bukharin was cajoled into convicting himself: "I do not want to minimize my guilt," he stated at his 1938 trial, "I want to aggravate it. This is not my defense, it is my self-accusation."
 The workings of the Communist courts of conscience show that the guilt attributed to the accused was subjective. Stalin's vow in 1937 to destroy "anyone who by his actions or thoughts -- yes, even thoughts! -- encroaches on the unity of the Soviet state" should alert us to the fact that movements of the soul mattered a great deal.

Given that counterrevolution was considered to be more a state of mind than a course of action it is hardly surprising that the Civil War concept of "revolutionary illegality" explicitly included criminal acts that were mediated and not just committed.
 The distinction between intent to commit a crime and the crime itself was dispensed with. The GPU, rather, distinguished between crimes perpetrated with "evil intent" (zloi umesel) and crimes that could not be thus characterized.
 The state prosecutor, Krylenko, told a VTsIK meeting in July 1923 that, "we consider as counterrevolutionary those acts which the perpetrator knew full well (zavedomo) undermined the Revolution."
 Krylenko ridiculed the bourgeois distinction between intent and action in the 1925 trial of German students accused of having come to Moscow with terroristic intentions. "Cretins of jurisprudence would most likely build their defense on the following argument: `Well, let us presume that the students in question indeed intended to perpetrate a terrorist act. Even if we make that assumption, the accused should still be released. Having committed no actual crime they are as innocent as the lamb of God. Law punishes only actions. Law does not interfere when no crime was carried out'."
 In the Soviet court room, according to Krylenko, such pleas were totally inadmissible. In 1928 he explained that Soviet jurisprudence takes as its basis not concrete actions but "dangerous dispositions" (opasnoe sostoianie lichnosti) -- social origins, occupation, and so on.

Only a subtle application of the hermeneutics of the soul induced that kind of a self-revelation on the part of the accused that allowed a Party tribunal to distinguish an inexperienced doubter from a counterrevolutionary heretic. "Doubt "(somnenie) and “heresy" (inakomyslie) were two different subjective states, not easily distinguishable through external, objective indices. Doubt signified a lapse of Party consciousness, quickly dispersed

with the aid of proper indoctrination. Heresy, on the other hand, was hopeless. It was a basic presupposition of the Party cleansing procedures and another testimony to the importance of subjectivity in Communism, that comrades were expected to recant sincerely. A doubter had nothing to conceal. He might have vacillated for a while, but once the Party Congress came to a decision, his incertitude evaporated without a trace. But

there was always the other possibility, that a comrade was a

counterrevolutionary in disguise. Such an individual had plenty to hide; feigning obedience before the Congress he was actually a "double-dealer" (dvurushnik) -- an epithet that was attached to all the victims of the Great Purge. Double-dealers "dissimulated" waiting for the most appropriate opportunity to stab the Party in the back. 

The Conceptual Underpinnings of Demonization

Starting at the beginning of time with Man living in harmony with Man, continuing with Man's fall and the emergence of a class society and concluding this grand epic with the promise of salvation at the end of time, Marx's story of Man is a unique articulation of time and narrative. The onset of Communism was to be a radical disjuncture in human History, its consummation and end. By describing Marxism, after Karl Lowith and others, as an "eschatology," I am trying to emphasize the linear concept of time along which the human soul moved from the darkness of capitalism to the light of Communism.
 The Communist narrative was articulated around two mythical events: "Original Expropriation" -- the beginning of History which introduced exploitation of man by man -- and "Revolution," which terminated History by terminating class struggle. The former event was isomorphous with the Christian notion of the Fall, the latter with the advent of the messiah. Both eschatological meta-frameworks shared interchangeable plot structures: similar agents drove plots forward and similar metaphors and figures were used to characterize historical events. Leonard Wessell argues convincingly that the rhythm of the development of class entities was also the rhythm of a "salvational drama," and that Marxist class categories received their intelligibility from the mytho-religious story they related.
 Inserting new terms into the classic eschatological lexicon, Communism substituted "comrades" for "faithful," "classless society" for "paradise" and the "proletariat," the epitome of laboring humanity, solely endowed with a universalist perspective on the world, for the "class messiah." The proletariat was to express itself fully in an eschaton called "Revolution" -- the conclusive event in the epic of Man's self-alienation and return into himself. Meyer Abrams shows that the Communist notion of Revolution had much in common with the Christian notion of the Apocalypse: both meta-events were "inevitable" because compelled by iron laws operative within the historical process itself, "abrupt" because brought about through the irreconcilable opposition between historical right and historical wrong, "violent" because they resulted from a remorseless liquidation of the forces of historical evil, and, finally, "absolute" because instead of gradual reform they promised a radical transformation of all the foundations of society.

As distinct as they are from each other, the Christian and the Communist eschatological texts can nonetheless be read as homologous with each other insofar as an abstract narrative structure is disengaged which seems to be at working in all of them, according to their own specific internal logic. In principle, structural approach to historical texts which informs my emphasis on the literary characteristics of historical texts allows to avoid the preoccupation with the question of chronological priorities. The poetics of the Christian narrative is no more fundamental or casually prior here than the poetics of the Communist narrative. But in order to secure that nonhierarchy of the various eschatologies, external categories are required, that of "poetics" and "narrative" themselves. 

Whatever comparison of Christianity with Marxism is drawn below then, it should be emphasized that it serves an analytical function and should not be mistaken for a historical argument. Keeping the comparison between Communism and Christianity at the level of poetics -- a matter of common narratological features, no more and no less -- I invoke Christian figures in order to elucidate my argument that Communism was a form of eschatology. There are scholars who make the claim that Communist eschatology was the opposite of Christian eschatology. The early Christians, they tell us, lived in a world permeated by anxiety that the End was imminent. When exactly the world would end was something for God to decide. Man could only prepare his soul for the Last Judgement. Viewed from this perspective, the Communist experience was quite an opposite one: Communists believed they knew exactly when History would end because Revolution was Man’s deed, not God’s, and because the Party was armed with a science (Marxism) which allowed accurate historical predictions. Since the End in Christianity was quite arbitrary, a result of God’s whim, not human action, little could be said about the road toward it. Scary and promising at the same time, the event itself, not its antecedents, drew most of the attention. Sudden and mystical, the End was constantly discussed to assuage the believers’ fears. The basic questions guiding Communist thinking was quite different: What are the stages we have to pass until World Revolution comes, and, What stage along the road to World Revolution we occupy at the present. Paying more attention to the path than to the final goal the Party debated not what the Revolution would consist of (this appeared more or less self evident) but how it could be brought about. 

Be that as it may, my focus here is literary, not phenomenological. Whatever the experience of the faithful, be it Communist omnipotent self-assurance or Christian acute insecurity, their discursive universe was structured by a linear conception of time driving to predetermined goal. Abstract as it is, this basic homology explains why certain figures and events were approached by Communists and Christians similarly. 


In advocating a homology between the Marxist and Christian historical narratives I do not suggest returning to an interpretation of Communism as a surrogate religion in which the former replaced the social functions of the latter. Hannah Arendt exposed the weakness of such an interpretation when she ridiculed "the widespread conviction that Communism is a new religion, notwithstanding its avowed atheism, because it fulfills socially, psychologically, and `emotionally' the same function traditional religion fulfills in the free world. The concern of the social sciences does not lie in what Bolshevism as ideology or as a form of government is, nor in what its spokesmen have to say for themselves. [. . .] Their concern is only with functions, and whatever fulfills the same function can, according to this view, be called the same. It is as though I had the right to call the heel of my shoe a hammer because I, like most women, use it to drive nails into the wall."
 Reducing twentieth century ideologies to mechanisms of mobilization that type of approach which Arendt critiques ignores that which makes the Communist experience unique: the specificity of its political discourse.

I treat the eschatological underpinnings of the Communist notion of history with utmost seriousness. This raises a problem concerning the status of our own historical narrative vis a vis the historical narrative that guided contemporaries. The reader might be struck by a confluence between Bolshevik meta-history and my own reconstruction of Soviet history. Indeed, what drives events forward in both narratives -- the principles of eschatological time-reckoning -- appear to be the same. And indeed, I admit to a certain reluctance in employing a historical causality extrinsic to the one the Bolsheviks assumed to be in operation. In addition, I regard in complete seriousness not only what my protagonists were doing, but also what they were saying they were doing. No attempt is made here to explain Communist language in terms of underlying economic interests or political power struggles. Such an interpretative strategy as mine might be mistaken for historical naivete: in accepting what he finds in the archive at face value, the historian seems to fail to approach his sources critically. It is generally assumed that at some point in his work the historian must treat the historical record ironically, that the documents mean something other than what they say, or they are saying something other than what they mean. And without distinguishing between this saying and meaning, what would be the point of writing history. 

Instead of establishing a sure distance from my materials, I prefer an inordinate measure of intimacy with the sources. This, however, is no methodological weakness but a source of strength: by remaining at the level of Communist language I can show how language operates and what its consequences are. In this respect, I do transcend the self-perception of contemporaries in showing that consequences of their language were unknown to them. 

I do not present a multilayered social structure in which language expresses the truth lying underneath it, lurking somewhere in the interests of society. Rather, I treat language as a constitutive force that brings society into being in the first place. In fact, a certain question should be raised about the notion of society itself, which is too often interpreted as a fixed thing, a field in which social agents vie for power and privilege. No matter how fluid and heterogeneous, complex or conflicted society’s constitutive components may be, society itself is presented as a whole. While much historical scholarship ignores the fact that society is not a reality but an idea -- a discursively mediated and always unstable notion -- I describe the coexistence of many imaginary societies within a single political language, all hoping to be realized.

According to the perspective I take issue with, the historian is supposed to place himself outside society dispassionately observing it from an external vantage point. It is no wonder that narratives generated by this interpretative tradition pride themselves on the distance they achieve from the language of the historical agents under study. In contrast, I seek to penetrate the pores of the historical language letting it, as it were, speak against itself. 

The Communist historical metanarrative structured universal time as an odyssey of proletarian consciousness. Marx articulated the relation between historical Man and an ideal New Man through his use of the terms "proletarians" and "Communists." As long as capitalism existed, the two sides of the same messianic coin remained distinct: while the "proletariat" stood for self-alienated humanity, "Communists" were the bearers of the proletariat's genuine spirit, the agent striving to realize the proletariat's salvational potential. The Revolution could not occur without the active intervention of the Communist Party, the agent which brought about mass conversion to Marxism. Both human and divine, a real institution and an incarnated idea, the Party had to be infallible. Any challenge to the validity of the laws of history it embodied was scientifically obstructive ethically repugnant. Alongside its constructive role (the enlightenment of the proletariat as to its true self) the Party also had a destructive role. It was a redemptive force bent on eradicating all that had been real in the bourgeois world so that the New Man could realize itself. This is why the Party's only possible response to reality was condemnatory.

The Communist conception of the Party had little in common with the liberal notion of a party. The Party was a messianic order, not a pragmatic political organization formed to represent a concrete constituency. Whereas for liberals a "party" mediates between citizen and state, for Communists the "Party" mediates between the proletarian soul, buried under false appearances (man as "subject to the tsar," man as "citizen," etc.), and its emancipation. The Party could not compromise with society on the level of shared interests, nor even govern according to its own private interests because, as Alan Besancon pointed out, it only existed "in the fiction of the total dedication of its own private interests to the common interest [. . .] called Communism."
 It is in this context that we should understand the sardonic remark by Tomskii, the head of the Soviet trade unions, at the XI Party Congress (1922): "we are criticized abroad for instituting a one-party regime. This is false. We have many parties here too. What does make our situation special is that we have one party in power, the others being in jail. (Applause)."
 What was at stake in the activity of the Party was the proletariat's historical task, not its mundane needs and interests. "It is not a question," wrote Marx, "of what this or that proletarian, or the whole proletariat, at the moment, regards as its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, in accordance with its being, it will historically be compelled to do."
 Oriented toward the future, the Communist eschatological sensibility viewed contemporary humanity not as a value in itself but as raw material from which an aesthetically perfect man had to be sculpted.

On its way to final victory, the Party encountered many obstacles. Evil was a leading actor in the Communist historical drama. Filled with crises, History, for Marx, was propelled by "revolutions" rather than "evolutions," because counterrevolutionary machinations ensured that there could be no seamless historical development. A historical impediment, the very force that slowed emancipation down, evil made emancipation morally meaningful. A Manichean view of the universe penetrated the Communist discourse, albeit in a somewhat displaced form. How else should we understand a Bolshevik leaflet from the time of the Civil War: "You have the choice between two very different armies waging two very different wars. One is the holy war of workers for freedom and socialism, the other is a wicked war of capitalists for bondage and servitude."
 The division of universal economy into capitalist and socialist had to lead to a struggle of two cultural universes, Bukharin reasoned. "One of these universes will have to perish!"
 Far from dispensing with the Manichean division of human souls into good and evil, Communism endowed this tradition with the status of a thoroughly scientific observation. The Communist conceptual architectonics was full of black and white oppositions:

GOOD
         
EVIL

proletariat
vs.
bourgeoisie

Revolution
vs.
counterrevolution

future
vs.
past

progress
vs.
reaction 

knowledge
vs.
ignorance

conscious
vs.
spontaneous or animalist

health
vs.
degeneracy

production
vs.
wrecking

planned economy
vs.
    competition and chaos

What is most significant here, however, is not the moral dualism itself; indeed, similar bi-polar visions can be found in other civilizations. What matters, rather, is the concept of historical progression, leading through ever changing antitheses to teleological goal -- the elimination of evil and the creation of classless society.

The notion of the Devil was no stranger to the Communist conception of the universe. (Having occupied the position of the Devil for over fifty years, Trotsky was replaced in that role by Stalin shortly before the final curtain dropped on the Soviet Union.) Meyer Abrams has shown that narratives which operate in terms of good versus evil tend to produce a view of history as a conspiracy in which reverses, failures and historical setbacks are attributed to the machinations of "diverse baleful conspirators, determined to frustrate divine intentions."
 The Party insistently and repetitively identified a wide panoply of adversaries scheming against the proletariat. Every beginning Communist publicist knew he could easily go back and forth between "bourgeois imperialists," "Kadets," "Social Democratic traitors," "kulaks," "wreckers," "spies" and "Oppositionists." Counterrevolutionaries were variously described in the Soviet press as "baleful" (pogannye) and "pernicious" (vrednye). The name of the wicked changed over time, and some of these incarnations were more important during the Civil War while others came into prominence only in the 1930s: "evilmongerers" (zloumyshliniki) populated the Bolshevik universe during the 1920s and the 1930s; Tomskii talked in 1933 about "melodramatic monsters" (melodramaticheskie zlodei).
 During World War II the Red Army applied executions only to the "most malevolent (zlostnye) deserters.”
 And in February 1953 NKVD informed Stalin that it "had been merciless toward Jewish nationalists" whom it regarded as "especially malicious (zlobnye) enemies."

Since morality was a scheme that permitted the active choice of the good, it had to allow for the possibility of the active choice of evil. What Communism enjoined was the ultimate moral faculty -- Will (volia). Uninfluenced by the order of phenomena, the Will was defined by the first edition of the Large Soviet Encyclopedia as "a faculty placed under the full command of the subject."
 It was this faculty that moved humans away from necessity and compulsion and into the realm of freedom, enabling them to say "Yes" or "No" to the Party. The choice between willing and nilling -- and here the transposition of a Christian theme is especially glaring -- determined, in the final account, the political stance an individual took. When a Communist became self-conscious, the Will immediately split against itself. The Will to embrace the proletarian call activated another Will, the Will to reject the Revolution, so that the one Will was never quite without the other. This duo accounted for the irresolute condition that unfortunately affected many Party members, variously described as "vacillations" (kolebaniia) or "waverings" (shataniia). If there was no counter-Will within him that resisted the Party's word, a Communist would not have needed a Will at all, becoming a Communist not consciously but automatically. But Communism was supposed to be achieved when enough Leninist disciples chose to embrace it -- not when a blind and mindless historical process had run its course.

Before one could become a good Communists one's divided Will had to be healed, becoming one again. Every Communist had to submit to the Party line not only externally but also internally by renouncing his own independent thoughts. Communists worthy of the name were "strong willed" (volevoi), "disciplined" (distsiplinirovanye), "energetic" (energichnye) and "goal oriented" (tseleustremlennye). "Determination" (reshitel'nost') and "cold-bloodedness" (khladnokrovie) were key proletarian virtues. Revolutionary pseudonyms like "Stalin" (made of steel) and "Kamenev" (made of stone) as well as Dzerhzinskii's nickname, "Iron Felix," suggested this ideal, undivided, resolute character. Conversely, as Bukharin pointed out, "the might of the proletarian state found its expression not only in the fact that it smashed the counterrevolutionary bands, but also in the fact that it disintegrated its enemies from within, that it disorganized the Will of its enemies."

The Party's loyalty to certain aspects of the Christian notion of the Will explains why Communism had to make room for a voluntarist subject able to reverse causal chains and lead humanity from bondage to freedom. If Communist theory seldom treated the Will as an autonomous mental faculty, this was due to a considerable degree of interdependence between "Will" and "consciousness." Since every instance of volition was necessarily preceded by a theoretical apprehension -- one obviously cannot will what one does not know -- there was no way of determining whether one had a good or a wicked Will before one attained consciousness. In Communism, which retained some of Paul's shifting of the accent from doing to believing, from the outward actor living in a world of laws to an inward subject whose Will can only be scrutinized by God, the Will retained its role as the principle of individuation.
 However swift and superficial Stalinist justice was, Party members were always tried individually because only the individual could possess a Will. Nietzsche's assertion that the Will was invented for the sake of punishment is an insight highly pertinent to the Great Purge.

It is of course possible to explain the division of society into good and evil Russian Communism so palpably evinced as the result not so much of Marxism as such but of Russia. The Russian culture is often characterized in terms of its predilection of sharply polarized view of the world and black and white descriptions of moral conduct. According to Lotman's and Uspenskii's classic study, the life of the medieval believer in the West admitted three types of behavior: "The unconditionally sinful, the unconditionally holy, and the neutral, which permits eternal salvation after some sort of purgative trial. In the real life of the medieval West a wide area of neutral behavior thus became possible." By contrast, Lotman and Uspenskii go on to argue, "the Russian medieval system was constructed on the accentuated duality. [. . .] Intermediate neutral sphere were not envisaged. Behavior in earthly life could, correspondingly, be either sinful or holy."
 Fascinating as this analysis may be, when applied to the Soviet context it tends to get hopelessly intertwined with problematic Marxists apologetics. For claims about the uniqueness of Russia (themselves usually related to arguments concerning its supposed "backwardness") invoke the argument that Bolshevism was somehow a purely "Eastern phenomenon" having little of nothing to do with the Marxist promise of a better world proper. The Great Purge is trivialized if Stalinism is seen as a degenerated intellectual current, a stream of thought that failed to shake off the manichean cultural baggage of Russia. Such an interpretation explains away the messianic outbursts in twentieth-century Russian history as irrelevant to the Marxist "scientific" theory.

Eschatology meets Modernity in Russia

While preserving certain Christian components, Communism transformed other traditional beliefs and practices beyond recognition.
 Jacob Talmon has shown that it was the eighteenth-century idea of the natural order as an attainable, indeed inevitable and all-solving goal that engendered a political attitude hitherto unknown. While messianic movements of the earlier type always broke away from society, the modern messianic movements were very much of this world, "acting on society in order to attain salvation in society." Although the monistic principle of religious messianism sometimes succeeded in reshaping society, its totalitarian drive was always hampered by the notion that life on earth is not a closed circle, but has its continuation and conclusion in eternity. In uniting absolute claims with temporal references, secular messianism, by contrast, aimed not at salvation in the beyond but at happiness on earth and at the social transformation of this world. This is why Communism, according to Talmon, hardened into "an exclusive doctrine represented by a vanguard of the enlightened, who justified themselves in the use of coercion against those who refused to be free and virtuous."
 Merleau-Ponty showed that violence was justified in the Communist universe as the reflex of History. "If the revolutionary function of the proletariat is engraved in the infrastructure of capital, the political action which expresses it is justified just as the Inquisition was justified by Providence. In presenting itself as the reflex of that-which-is, [. . .] scientific socialism [. . .] grants itself the basis of an absolute knowledge at the same time as it authorizes itself to extract from History by violence a meaning which resides there, yet is profoundly hidden."

Attention to the messianic aspects of the Communist discourse opens a way toward a reconceptualization of continuity and change in Russian history. The old continuity, the one that emphasized the preservation into the 1930s of the repressive practices of the Russian state, may be replaced by a new discontinuity, triggered by the introduction of state practices designed to recreate the Self. And inversely, the old discontinuity that posited the replacement of Christian dogma with the Western rational and scientific worldview is replaced by a new continuity that had to do with the preservation in Russia of some basic eschatological concerns. Sharing with the Church the promise of a harmonious society, the revolutionary experiment eroded the socially passive political attitudes of the post-Petrine, Orthodox Christianity which had deemphasized human agency by declaring attempts to build heaven on earth heretical. Militant and iconoclastic, Marxism presented social activism as a prerequisite of this-worldly salvation and in so doing promoted a radical break with the conservative Russian intellectual tradition. Communism became the medium through which Western activist and interventionist politics, geared toward social improvement and progress, was introduced into Russia.

Striding dramatically onto the historical stage in 1917, the Bolsheviks claimed to be for the tsarist empire what Marxists were for the entire world. Claiming monopoly on theoretical orthodoxy, the Bolsheviks believed that Russia would play a leading role in the drama of universal redemption. "The Russian Revolution," wrote Stalin, "is the nodal point of the world revolution. The fundamental questions of the Russian revolution are the fundamental questions of the world revolution."
 Having renamed themselves the "Communist Party," the Bolshevik stressed that they, the sole legitimate heirs of Marx, were the only ones able to bring about a successful Revolution. As the cannonic Stalinist history put it, "the only truly revolutionary proletarian party in Russia were the Bolsheviks. [. . .] The Bolshevik party was the only party that realized that hegemony of the proletariat is a pre-condition for the victory of the bourgeois-democractic revolution and the transformation of the latter into a socialist revolution."

Once in power, the Bolsheviks turned social engineering into scientific know-how, something like the skill of a sculptor who operates on marble (the body politic), discards the excess and extracts the statute he wants (classless society). The Bolsheviks ventured to delineate the boundaries of socialist society and homogenize its fabric, using in the process cutting edge tools of sociological analysis. In so doing, they imported to Russia the conception of politics as a system of government ruling not territories but populations and individual selves.
 As Peter Holquist and Fran Hirsh demonstrate, data collection under the Party's auspices became an important tool, securing the integrity of the healthy and beautiful body politic and eliminating bourgeois "microbes": The pervasive criminal dossiers, the detailed questionnaires and workbooks, the 1926, 1937 and 1939 censuses, and the mid-1930s grand scale passportization campaign, not only produced statistical compilations that divided the population into discrete "elements" with specific, qualitative traits, but also provided the state with invaluable biographical information that allowed it to judge individuals. If the efforts to create the New Man were typically addressed through construction metaphors, the tenacious attack on evil were seen as a grand prophylactic.
 

It was absolutely crucial that the enemy not only be identified but also be systematically "weeded out" (vykarchevyvat'). In this connection Zygmunt Bauman's characterization of totalitarian polity as a "gardening state" is pertinent.
 Interestingly enough, the garden metaphor was used by the Bolsheviks themselves. Lenin talked about "purification of the Russian land of all harmful insects."
 And Muralov stated that, "Had I not confessed, I would have become a stem engendering poisonous branches."
 The Bolshevik state provided the practionares of the hermeneutics of the soul with the sites from which they could launch their discourse. Sites included the Party apparatus, the newspaper, the judiciary, the Communist Academy). A system of rules was initiated whenever a certain theoretical object was to be transformed (e.g., the Communist Self), a certain new concept was to appear (e.g., the "degenerate," the "wrecker," the "Oppositionist"), a certain strategy was to be modified (e.g., the shift from educating to isolating). But objects, concepts and strategies did not arise in isolated environments. Interactions between surprisingly diverse groups and practices permitted the creation of workable types of good and evil selves. (1) The relation between the authority of a Party judge and the medico-psychological expert was well as rituals structuring the life of the Party cell (a place of systematic and coded observation of the individual) have to be examined against developments in the Soviet scientific establishment where techniques of diagnosis and methods of cure were being forged. 2) The relation between the filter formed by GPU-NKVD investigation and the filter formed by the Party archive -- a vast documentary field which included questionnaires, autobiographies, diaries and interrogation protocols has to be examined. (3) The relation between a hermeneutics of the soul and forms of treatment and punishment also need to be examined. From a therapeutic dispatch to the factory (which had its own criteria for distinguishing conscious from unconscious behavior) to confinement in a labor camp -- a space where those who could be redeemed through labor were separated from those who were incorrigibly evil -- all need to be examined. Without detailed procedures for the interactions between various discursive sites, changes could not be transcribed from one domain to another, new strategies (e.g., death by firing squad) could not be designed to accommodate new objects (e.g., the "irredeemable counterrevolutionary").

While it is quite possible that many Communist practices were part and parcel of modernity as such, the Bolsheviks were certainly innovative in the degree to which their project demarcated the human soul. Until then the tsar's largely passive servants, the Russian subjects were compelled to become master of their own destiny, to harness themselves to the task of universal purification. It was the introduction of this peculiar, post-Reformation form of Christianity, secularized in a Romantic mode, that made the Bolshevik so unique. The new regime called for the removal of all mediation between the objective and the subjective, the citizen and the community, so that the conscience of the individual and the messianic goals of the state naturally coincided. The Party demanded absolute submission to its decrees, but not a blind admission; "Blindness" was something the citizen had to overcome and was often used as a metaphor for capitalist obtuseness of the mind. The genealogy of Communism that points to its roots in Enlightenment traditions is notorious for regarding the subject as raw material to be molded by the authoritarian philosopher king, certainly is useful for explaining many of the authoritarian features of the Communist order. Still other intellectual currents endowed the Soviet subject with a considerable degree of autonomy and should not be ignored. In the tradition of German Romanticism from which Bolshevism drew so much, the Self defined itself in relation to something which unfolded from within itself. Unless we notice the Romantic moment in Communism we cannot understand Lenin's injunction that, "we must teach the masses to act independently" (podniat' massy na somodeiatel'nost'), a paradoxial phrase that palpably reveals the  combination of tutoring and autonomy in Communism.
 Insofar as Stalinism was a regime based on the enthusiasm of the masses, it was the outcome of the Romantic belief that History would achieve its apogee when the subject recognized his own life as an adequate and true expression of his potential.

The Communist Self

Not everyone deserved membership in the brotherhood of the elect. Only worthy comrades, those who contributed, body and soul, to the victory of Communism, deserved that right. Michael Walzer's discussion of participatory rights in the Puritan commonwealth is instructive here: "The congregation would not include all the residents of the parish. [. . .] That would make godliness a matter of geography, said the ministers, and turn the church into `an inn to receive whoever cometh'. Instead, participation depended on behavior and behavior presumably upon Will." Puritans demanded the careful testing of all who wished to enter into the parish commonwealth and claimed the right "to exclude even neighbors and kinsfolk from the communion in order to maintain a clear distinction between the godly -- who lived in pious and sober order -- and the sinners -- who `rioted' in uncleanliness."
 Communist membership was equally a question of pure Will and intent. Elaborate admission procedures encapsulated the spiritual meaning the Bolsheviks attributed to participation in the brotherhood of the elect. Suitability for membership was largely determined by the applicant's ability, first, to present a cogent claim to having reached the light of Communism and then successfully to uphold this claim in the face of possible counternarratives.

Communist autobiographies were both the standard by which entrance into the brotherhood of the elect was determined and a daily means of control over the Self.
 By spotlighting the poetical structure of the these documents, seeking what Natalie Zemon Davis calls "fiction in the archives," I will consider how Party applicants told the story of who they were, how their stories varied according to the identities of their narrators and their audiences, and how the rules for the construction of the Communist Self interacted with wider Bolshevik practices. Because these applicants modeled their narratives on descriptions of spiritual growth, telling their lives up to the moment of "rebirth," the Communist autobiography -- an "auto-hagiography" in Katerina Clark's apt description -- deindividualized lives. Details could be pruned, embellished or ignored in order to fit the author into the Communist literary conventions and write him into the Soviet order.

      The reader must not confuse the notion of the Self deployed in this study of the Communist autobiography with first person pronouns familiar from everyday language. The former is a theoretical construct that presents the subject, not as a natural, pre-reflective "I," but as a self-referential entity, already distanced from itself. This Self is not an immediate, authentic locus of individual identity, but an identity always already mediated though discourse. Thus, when the Communist Self is examined below, it is not necessarily how people in the Soviet Union actually conceived of themselves which is being discussed. The point is, rather, that the subjective sphere of human life was an object of intervention and the Bolshevik regime supplied individuals with a new language to describe the intimate aspects of their lives. The reader might think the original Russian subject to be whatever he likes bringing philosophical or historical presupposition into this discussion. This book documents not what the ur-subject was, but what he was challenged to become.

The present study then is not in any way sociological. No actual population is the object of the present investigation (incidentally, "population" (naselenie) itself is not a "neutral" term historians can "safely" use, but one introduced during the revolutionary epoch to describe an object of government intervention.)
 What is studied instead is a certain type of discourse -- a set of terms and practices that were supposed to frame the everyday lives of individuals. Making no attempt to generalize along the lines of "this is how Soviet people really were in the 1920s and the 1930s," I do not claim that the autobiographies examined here are in any way "representative" in the sociological sense of the term. Thus, when a close reading of a worker's or peasant's autobiography is undertaken it is not suggested that the protagonist was "typical" of his class. In fact, my methodology is almost an inverse one. I sought an unusually rich, and in that sense "un-representative," autobiography, a text that would best flesh out what the Party expected ideal workers or ideal peasants to become. The basis of selection for my material is, therefore, the extent to which they typify the Communist discourse regarding the Self, and not the extent to which they accurately portray actual thoughts and attitudes of this social group or that.

The Self that I examine here did not necessarily exhaust the self-understanding of contemporaries. Soviet citizens may well have had alternative forms of self-identification. We should not be surprised then that Soviet refugees who found their way to the West after the Second Word War venerated "personal autonomy" and "freedom of conscience," proving to be highly adept at liberal self-presentation. Such a rapid transformation of identity does not present a problem since my guiding assumption is that a historical subject can articulate itself along a number of language axes and take part in a plurality of identity games. My point is this: as long as individuals lived in the Communist system, they could only ignore the Communist discourse, including the discourse that engaged their private sphere, on pain of becoming outcasts.

Communist autobiography is presented in this book as a locus of discourse rather than a reflection of a self. Autobiography does not only express the self, it creates it. Historians of Communism have by and large not thematized autobiography, treating biographies as description -- accurate or distorted -- of the protagonist's life. Consequently, we have numerous biographies of Lenin that seek to reconcile Lenin’s hard-line during the Civil War with his softness during the final years of his life. A highly influential biography of Bukharian tries to explain how a zealous leader of the Bolshevik left in 1918 could evolve into a major theorist of the Bolshevik Right a decade later. Others make a heroic effort to reconcile Trotsky’s animosity toward Lenin in 1912 with his admiration of Lenin’s leadership in 1917. Even Riutin’s transformation from a major Opposition basher in 1927 into an Oppositionist himself in the early 1930s has evoked some scholarly interest.

How could it be that such supposedly steadfast Bolsheviks were so unstable in their outlook? The Achilles heel of a scholarly biography that grapples with this question is the following, highly problematic pressuposition: that one’s life is self-consistent, and that what ensures continuity in life is the ineradicability of one’s ethical essence. Despite all the fluctuations of political career, the basic trait of human personality, so the assumption goes, remain the same. In reviewing the documentation – and the autobiographies of the protagonists are as lucrative a source for these biographer-historians as they are for me – the historian seeks his hero’s genuine voice. When the protagonist speaks of himself, however, the truth might be touched up, or even concealed. On the other hand, it might be almost fully revealed. 

In choosing biography as their subject matter, scholars end up taking part in the Communist project of evaluation the moral properties of their heroes. The focus on biography is particularly pronounced in studies of the Great Purge. Most historians ask themselves what moral choices the individual made when it mattered most, and how those choices reflected their moral selves. I, in contrast, prefer to treat biography as discontinuous, if not inconsistent. Rather than revealing the true self, the Communist hermeneutic of the soul constructed them in the first place. Encompassing radical discontinuities and raptures, the typical Communist autobiography turns into a discontinious tale filled with fabrications, inversions, and resistances. It has no center, no permanent, steady focus of meaning, because I posit no authentic moral self which would organize it and endow it with coherent moral essence. 

What were the historical roots of the Communist Self? Scholars who tie the rise of the autobiography as a genre of self-presentation to the dissemination of the modern notion of the Self point out that the word "autobiography," coined in England, came into currency only in the first decade of the nineteenth century.
 In Russian "autobiography" (avtobiografiia) was apparently first used in an 1817 letter from Aleksander Turgenev to P. Viazemskii.
 It has been pointed out, however, that much older literary genres such as "confessions" or "memoirs" closely resemble what came to be known as "autobiography." Indeed, it is difficult to establish in what sense the Communist Self was indebted to an ancient tradition and in what sense its characteristics were modern.

In his study of the interrelation between Western cosmological beliefs and the Western notion of the Self, Charles Taylor follows the emergence of a disengaged, Cartesian reason that rendered the world objectified and shows that it gave birth to the idea of a homogeneous, physical time in which events are diachronically related only by efficient causal relations, and synchronically related by by mutual conditioning. This sense of space and time, he argues, made possible the "quintessentially modern [. . .] disengaged Self" whose identity is constituted in memory and self-narration. What is important to us in Taylor's analysis is that he finds this notion of a self first anticipated in the genre of autobiography. The autobiographer emerged in the eighteenth century as a particular individual whose placement in history was crucial to what he had been, and whose life unfolded as a story composed of specific details and circumstances.

Taylor compares this mode of life-narration to traditional models in which the self drew its identity from archetypes that presented its life as a prefiguration of other events. In contrast to what was found in Christian narrations of individual lives, Taylor writes, events in the modern autobiography were no longer linked through something outside of history where their symbolic affinity reflected some deeper identity in regard to Divine providence.
 

While Taylor is certainly correct in arguing that specific circumstances of life and their order in time became the stuff of autobiography, important aspects of the Communist autobiography nonetheless remained rooted in eschatological conventions. This is true in that the autobiographer had to not only account for the details of his life, but to also capture its meaning -- the significance of his life to the proletarian movement – which was seen as something that somehow unfolded through the narrated events. The Communist autobiography was not thus simply configured from random occurrences. It was also an expression of something already there: the inner, meta-historical logic of the historical process and its reflection in individual life.

Because the moderns considered mundane temporality to be the medium of real events, they valued actual, historical time as the vehicle of emancipation. This does not mean that time as such was desecralized but, rather, that secular time and sacral time were collapsed into a single notion of time. In a sense, it was the Catholic Church that treated mundane history as homogeneous and ultimately insignificant. Church fathers claimed that "since the coming of Christ, until the end of the world, all history is homogeneous. Every moment may have its unique and mysterious significance but it is a significance to which God's revelation does not supply any clues."
 The moderns, by contrast, assumed that it is within their power to discern the deeper significance of mundane events; hence their desire to document these events in detailed, meticulously written autobiographies.

Communist autobiography, it should be observed in this context, was not entirely alien to typological reasoning. Since parallels between historical periods were theoretically established -- the Marxist exegesis, much like the Christian one, issued from the reading of History as a linear process progressing through similarly structured circles, the earlier ones prefiguring the later, more advanced ones (for instance, "modes of production" had moments of origin, peak, and decline) -- Communists autobiographers could turn names into nouns, e.g., "our Spartakus," "our Dantons," "our Babels." This use of types meant that protagonists were not only unique selves but were instruments that occupied the role History had assigned them. In so far that the autobiographies of leading Communists showed their lives to be part of the history of proletarian emancipation, and in so far that Marx was the forerunner of Lenin who was the forerunner of Stalin, the genre of Communist autobiography retained something of the extra-temporal and the archetypical which Taylor claims the modern self renounced.

The Communist revelation of the eschatological prophecy in the "theater of the individual spirit," where one experiences a prophetic enactment of the final, redemptive historical events, is clearly a notion with Christian roots. Augustine was probably the first to describe in detail the sustained struggle between his "two Wills" -- the subjective equivalent of the forces of Christ and the Antichrist -- culminating in a spiritual Armageddon in the Milanese garden. At the moment of the final triumph of the good Will grace was manifest, Augustine's old being annihilated and his new Self born: "Dying unto death and living into life." (Confessions, book VIII). In elaborating the psycho-historical parallelism, Augustine, as Abrams masterfully shows, "established the distinctive Christian paradigm of the interior life." Concurrently the founder of the Western Church created the notion of subjective time and the enduring literary genre that attempted to capture this time, a genre which survived in the Communist civilization.
 At the same time it is very important to note that while the Christian proto-autobiographer engaged in a personal dialogue with God, the modern autobiographer was busy conversing with itself. Rousseau was perhaps the first to locate the source of wholeness, which Augustine found only in God, within his own self. "I long for the time," he wrote, "when I shall be myself, at one with myself, no longer torn in two, when I myself shall suffice for my own happiness."
 Conversion to Christianity was sent to Augustine by the grace of God, but Rousseau, and the Communist subject following him, reinvented itself through the supreme effort of its own Will. Modernity abandoned the Christian, bifurcated Self, one part learning to get by in this world, the other preparing for the beyond. From a candidate for salvation in the beyond the soul turned into a Self called upon to immerse itself in this world. In this reading the Communist autobiography should be situated in the context of the self-fashioning Romantic subject that takes itself as an object of its own creation and the explosion of autobiographical writing in the Soviet Union should be related to the wide dissemination of a conception of the Self as autonomous, expressive, and hoping to achieve wholeness in the here and now.

The Bolshevik Revolution was granted a spiritual interpretation defined not only by the objective course of events but also by the growth of the individual selves. An intricate relationship formed between the Communist eschatological narrative and the autobiographer's endeavor to show that he had traversed the same route within his soul. Through its self-depiction as a proletarian hero who demolished the old within him and transformed himself into a New Man, the Communist Self acquired a sense of self-empowerment and self-fulfillment. Maiakovskii's obsession with incessantly refashioning himself, with purging all of the evil within himself, was such that his only enduring identity was a living project: "I purify myself to be like Lenin / So that I can float / Further along the Revolutionary steam."
 Jochen Hellbeck's brilliant study of the Stalinist diary demonstrates that Communists were desperate to establish whether they had truly recreated themselves and so constantly put themselves on trial. Most diarists felt they were as yet neither saved nor condemned. In the early 1930s Stepan Podlybnyi wrote in his diary: "Right now I am a person in the middle, belonging neither to one side, nor to the other, but quite capable of sliding to either. Though the odds are already good that the positive side will take over, a touch of the negative is still left in me. How devilishly it torments me!"

Defining the ideal Self, the Communist autobiography tells us something also about what made a subject into an "incorrigible evilmonger" (neispravimyi zlostnik). As long as he described that part of his life that had preceded his conversion the autobiographer blamed his sins on mental darkness. When he discussed the sins that postdated his conversion, however, this option vanished. Given the golden rule of the eschatological narrative that advance toward the light had to be unidirectional and that illumination promised rectification, it was impossible to explain how a conscious individual could reject the truth. Violation of the Party line could mean in this case nothing but the premeditated rejection of the Revolution. Conscious injury to the revolutionary enterprise could be perpetrated only by a trusted comrade who turned unexpectedly jealous and hostile. Such an intimate enemy had to be placed beyond the pale. (When in the early 1930s the Party put on register former Oppositionists (in few years almost all who were on these rolls were executed) the operation was called "our brothers in law" [svoiaki]).
 The teaching of the earliest Christian churches was similar in that it did not allow those who committed serious sins after baptism "to renew [. . .] unto repentance." (Hebrews, 6:4-6).
 Lucifer too was thought to have once been perfect. A divine and omniscient angel, he was seated right below the throne of God. In his rebellion against God, this angel-turned-devil did not act out of ignorance but out of malice. Lucifer's treason was deliberate, making terrible use of the freedom God bestowed upon him. Since Lucifer's rebellion could not be justified as an error, it had to be construed as the epitome of wickedness. Communists who betrayed the Party when class struggle was peaking -- Oppositionists, first and foremost -- had likewise to be perverse. Because when we explain we deduce from previous causes and therefore render an act predetermined, not free. An act of free Will cannot be explained, only characterized in ethical terms as either "good" or "evil."

The two classic eschatological stories, Lucifer's defiance of God and Trotsky's treachery, functioned similarly as paradigmatic tales describing the genesis of evil. Comrades gone bad occupied a unique position in Soviet society. No longer members of the brotherhood of the elect, they could not claim an ordinary status either. Never perceived as having simply reverted to an unconscious state -- to reiterate, the process of enlightenment could not be reversed -- they were portrayed as deliberate counterrevolutionaries. Traitors to the Party could not be counted among the politically uncommitted "swamp." (A certain Antipov was repressed in 1936 because he "falsely identified himself in his autobiography as non-Party though he once was a former Communist purged for Oppositionism."
 While non-Communists did not embrace proletarian consciousness, they had the potential to do so -- traitorous Communists, by contrast, rejected proletarian consciousness. Forever branded, they were assigned their own separate category -- "the formers," not simply non-Communists but, as it were, inverted Communists.

While he who had once been removed from the Party rolls faced a difficult task in reapplying for membership, the odds were not insurmountable. In composing a life story that would successfully reinstate him, a repentant traitor had one and only one narratological strategy in his poetic arsenal --  the solar eclipse line of defense. The term "solar eclipse" suggests a set of rhetorical devices errant Communists deployed -- even a perfect mind, Communists argued, could be overcome by a physical malady. Such a mind was just like the sun -- a classic symbol of consciousness in Soviet poetics and iconography -- temporarily obscured by the moon. The solar eclipse line of defense had a double merit: it allowed repentant Communists to suggest that their lapse had been ephemeral -- the sun reemerges after the eclipse just as the consciousness of lapsed Communists resurges once they are cured -- and it described a physical, not a spiritual predicament -- the moon as the symbol of the body that obstructs the mind. Although it was the site of instinct, interest and irrationality, the body was thought to be reformable. An errant Communist who was able to prove that he had beaten back the animalistic forces within him could hope to return to the Communist brotherhood. Guilt depended on whether injury had been done "willfully" (po vole) or out of "character weakness" (po slabosti kharaktera). In their appeals erring comrades claimed that their mistakes were made out of "political naivete" (nezrelost'), "ideological idiocy" (ideologicheskoe nevezhestvo), "lack of knowledge," "ideological shortsightedness" (bizorukost') or "political thoughtlessness," (nedomyslie), but not out of premeditated evil. For that, Bukharin admitted shortly before his own execution, "there was no excuse."

Communism condemned no soul without a trial. In order to expose his moral core, each and every individual had to be brought into the spotlight. Yet no amount of enlightenment could reform the one who chose evil. Fond of the old saying, "You can lead a horse to water but you cannot make him drink," Communists believed that alongside the uninitiated who had to be taught reason there was another category of people -- those who would never be converted. A pre-revolutionary leaflet argued: "Against unconscious comrades who are shrouded in darkness our weapon must be is enlightenment. But against conscious traitors, the hired hands who model themselves after Judas, words are powerless. Here action is mandatory! Not waiting for divine retribution we have to engrave the signs of our own, human retribution on the faces and the backs of these damned traitors!"
 It was with such wicked souls in mind that Kosarev, the head of the Komsomol in the 1930s, observed that "there is an enemy that would not relinquish its position willingly and that can be removed only through [. . .] political isolation, and, when needed, physical annihilation."

Was Communism then a universalist or a particularist creed? Scholars who see it as universalist point to its general appeal: the articulators of Communism posited that anyone could assume the proletarian perspective and be redeemed. Scholars who believe otherwise prefer to highlight the identification of the Communist gospel with a single class. Ultimately, the issue hinges on the relation between class and ethics. Marxist class theory may be seen as an attempt to recast as a scientific challenge a key moral question Christianity had left unresolved -- how would one respond to the salvational call? Marxism, argue those who stress Communist particularism, prided itself on the discovery of a key regularity: proletarians tend to embrace Communism; bourgeois tend to reject it. However, respond their universalist opponents, this presentation is misleading: Communism never maintained in such a sweeping fashion that class affiliation and ethical disposition always went hand in hand. Lebedinskii, a Bolshevik literary critic, argued in 1927 that, "It is quite possible that a particular worker will be a carrier of a typically petit-bourgeois ideology and, inversely, that an offspring of a non-proletarian class will adopt proletarian psychology."

Stalin himself can be cited to the effect that "all classes can potentially be integrated into Communist society."
 The general secretary urged members of the military council in June 1937 to judge individuals by their deeds and not their class: "General criteria, wholly accurate when describing classes, are totally inapplicable to individuals. When we speak of nobles' hostility to the laboring people, we mean the nobility as a class. [. . .] But that does not mean that certain individuals who are from the nobility, like Lenin, cannot serve the working class. [. . .] Engels was the son of a factory owner -- also a non-proletarian element, if you will. Marxism is not a biological science, but a sociological one."
 At first glance, it is surprising to find Stalin, then in the midst of his search for the internal enemy, stressing that class could be transcended. But this universalism melted into thin air as soon as Stalin came to deal not with unconscious human conglomerates -- classes -- but with discrete individuals who have chosen evil. Universal conversion, so went Stalin's core assumption, was impossible because conversion to Communism was constantly competing with, and taking place parallel to, conversion to counterrevolution.

In Communism  -- and this is the linchpin of my argument -- the tension between universalism and particularism was conceptually irreducible. While the boundary between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie was permeable (hence universalism), the boundary between good and evil was not (hence particularism). It was a truism that a bourgeois could convert to Communism, but it was equally true that some workers refused to live up to their messianic potential and had therefore to be excluded from the body politic. At the First Moscow Show Trial the accused Mrachkovskii noted: "Let everybody remember that not only a general, not only a prince or a nobleman can become a counterrevolutionary; workers or those who spring from the working class, like myself, can also become counterrevolutionaries." (Evening Session, August 22, 1936)

Party historians marshaled a long list of workers who had turned out to be hopelessly wicked: worker-Mensheviks, worker-Oppositionists and, in the most extreme cases, agents provocateurs. A secret letter the Politburo circulated after Kirov's assassination raised this issue explicitly: "It might appear strange and perverse that the role of the agent of terror, the last resort of the dying bourgeois classes, was assumed by individuals who came from within us. [. . .] But is it not the case that Malinovskii was a scion of the working class? Was this agent provocateur not a former member of the Bolshevik fraction in 1913?"

This basic duality can be recast as a dialogue within Communism between two conceptions of darkness. Until an individual was shown the light, the Party could not be sure whether his political wavering had been caused by the darkness of "dark consciousness" (in which case he had to be shown the way) or the darkness of "dark Will" (in which case he had to be annihilated.) To an extent, Communism followed the Neoplatonic tradition which understood darkness as a lack of good, an absence of universalist perspective. The Greek philosophers did not distinguish between simple failure to be good and positive evil -- to be in the dark was to lack virtue. But Communism also inherited the Judeo-Christian conception of darkness as the Will's surrender to the temptation of the adversary. Insofar as it held fast to the view of political life as a journey in which counterrevolutionary plots were bound to crop up, Communism acknowledged the notion of darkness as an active eschatological obstruction, the evil voice within the soul.

NEP and Degeneration Anxieties

A large part of the present volume focuses on the time of the "New Economic Policy" (henceforth NEP), pursued from the end of the Civil War to the onset of Stalin's Revolution From Above. Because it is my premise that eschatological time reckoning is crucial to the understanding of permutations in Communist diagnosis of the soul it is imperative to examine the workings of Party courts of conscience historically. Unless we know how comrades' souls were interrogated in the early years of the regime we will not be in a position to appreciate the crucial changes in these practices, changes that made the Great Purge into what it was. 

On the most mundane level, NEP, launched by the X Party Congress in March 1921, stands for a decentralized and quasi-liberal method of economic organization. Faced with insurmountable economic difficulties at the conclusion of the Civil War, risking starvation in the countryside and rebellion in the cities, the Bolsheviks were forced to retreat from stern anticapitalist measures and permit a certain resurgence of private entrepreneurship in the country. But NEP had a wider ramifications regarding the purity of the Party. Concessions to the bourgeoisie, Lenin explained, had to come at a cost: "Alien classes encircled the proletariat, fragmented it, and imbued the proletariat with petit-bourgeois weakness of character."
 The Bolshevik leadership feared that "the waves of the philistine element threaten to overturn our ship."

Before the Revolution, proletarian purity had ostensibly distinguished the Bolsheviks from rival political parties. "In 1917 our organization was primarily made up of workers from the bench," a nostalgic Party spokesman writing in the era of NEP recalled. "The number of intelligentsia and employees in our midst, by contrast with the Mensheviks and the Socialist-Revolutionaries, was very low."
 It was the transformation from party militant to party triumphant that seriously "polluted" the ranks of the Bolsheviks. Now Communist historians were dividing the history of the Party into three periods. First was the underground epoch, when only committed revolutionaries joined the movement. A second, more ambivalent period roughly coincided with the Civil War; the worse things looked for the Reds, the more heroic and virtuous those who joined their embattled ranks.
 With the coming of peace and the introduction of NEP, a third and least satisfying period commenced: legions of "petit-bourgeois hangers-on" now "coveted" the mantle of the Communist. "We cannot exclude the possibility," the Party stated in 1921, "that some join the Party with the intention of ruining it from within." In order to exclude as many "carriers of the bacillus of degeneration" as possible, the X Party Congress created "stumbling blocks" on the road toward membership.
 Lev Kopelev recalled the rationale that convinced the Party to rescind its open admissions policy and turn the wheel in the direction of admitting only workers: "We believed that [. . .] one can become a leader of the proletariat irrespective of social origins only in those countries where revolutions and civil wars still lie in the future. [. . .] Since comparable ordeals were now absent [in Soviet Russia] only workers and peasants were deemed sufficiently reliable to be made into Communists."

Precisely because it legislated "bourgeois economics" back into existence, the X Party Congress took active steps to stamp out "bourgeois politics." The Bolshevik leadership feared that partisanship would introduce alien class interests to Party life. The resolution, "On Party Unity," anathematized "factionalism"; its secret clause stipulated that the Central Control Commission -- a newly created apparatus designed to safeguard Communist purity -- would not hesitate to expel undisciplined Bolshevik leaders who violated the principles of Democratic Centralism and refused to bow down before the Party line.
 Bearing witness to the 1920s obsession with counteracting bourgeois contamination, Selishchev, a Soviet language theorist, noted that the Party described itself as "monolithic," "unassailable" and "iron-clad." Banners stated: "The value of unity has to dwell in the soul of every Bolshevik!"  "Long live the unity of the iron-clad Leninist ranks!"

The widespread Communist phobia that the revolutionary spirit was threatened with a general decline is a major theme this book explores. Etymologically, "degeneration" meant debasement, fall from a previous state of perfection or, within the specific NEP discourse, lapse of consciousness. "Degeneration" -- used to describe the propensity of the proletariat to contract diseases which could not be described as either physical or moral, but had to be characterized as a hybrid of both -- was widely used because it could account for many anxieties regarding the health of the body politic: the revival of capitalism supposedly threw Soviet society backwards into an era of unfettered economic competition associated with the animalistic state of human existence.

Another way to understand how Communists treated this notion is to recognize in "degeneration" a scientific rendition of the solar eclipse metaphor -- both notions conveyed the idea of spiritual decline caused by emerging instinctual forces that overpowered the mind.

However concerned some were about the malign influence of NEP, the Party declared that there was no threat of traducing the significance of the 1917 Revolution. History had already entered its final phase; NEP was a "gateway" to Communism, a pivot linking the time of bondage to the time of freedom. This had to be a time of profound eschatological significance, a time of probation and final discrimination between the wheat and the tares, and so the Party invested all its energy into making this last effort to change the hearts of men. The intense social engineering to which Soviet society submitted was premised on the view that the body politic had entered something like a purgatorium. Following the withering away of the distinction between mental and manual labor (the intelligentsia and the working class) and between agricultural labor and industrial labor (the peasantry and the working class), classes were eventually to disappear.

But in the meanwhile, NEP economics unfortunately preserved a wide spectrum of classes, class-groupings, and class layers. "During the Civil War we divided society in two, those with us and those against us," wrote Vinokur, a contemporary language theorist. "But NEP came and disrupted all. No longer waging an open war against each other, good and evil coexist today within the same collective."
 Ranking individuals along a continuum of graded purity, the Party divided the body politic into the proletarians who had supposedly reached the light of Communism, the petit-bourgeois swamp located some place along the road to salvation, and the class aliens who had yet to set out on the road toward the light.

The metaphors employed by Bolshevik columnists alluded to the eschatological roots of this tripartite division: "On the one flank, leaning toward the `sinners', we have the worthless, alien elements, the bribetakers, the careerists, the drunkards the conceited and supercilious fools, and such like scum. On the other flank, leaning toward the `saints', we have real Communists, the heroes of the battlefield, the dedicated builders of Communism in the rear. The two flanks are locked in battle over the middle -- regular comrades who are neither very good nor very evil."
 Unless the Party was vigilant, NEP could seriously jeopardize the Communist project: "While one has to be a rogue to go over to the enemy during an open battle, one has only to be unstable, lacking a solid proletarian core, to cross the lines step by step, succumbing to thousands of small temptations." To prevail, "we have to rely on the good Communists, our righteous men (pravedniki)"

Communist autobiographers had to select from a menu of social identities, some closer to the dark side of the class spectrum, others to the bright side. But once a stock role was assumed, according to Iurii Lotman, it not only structured self-evaluation and organized behavior but also fixed the way in which the author was perceived by his contemporaries.
 What is crucial here is that, from the point of view of the Communist autobiography, all class identities were legitimate starting points on the voyage toward the light but each required a different approach. The writer closer to the proletariat had less work to do on himself; he could write a brief, uneventful autobiography. But the writer closer to the bourgeoisie had to repudiate his identity and narrate at great length how his self-transformation into a Communist. Regardless, though, of one's position along the purity ruler, conversion was an element intrinsic to the poetics of the Communist autobiography, serving as a bridge between a particularist frame of mind and a universalist consciousness. "Peasants," "members of the intelligentsia" and even "workers" were summoned to rewrite their individual selves in the Communist key. Subgenres of the Communist autobiography, such as peasant autobiography, intelligentsia autobiography and so on, outlined the paths members of each class had to follow to supra-class individualism.

The dissemination of the Communist gospel throughout the universities is a good starting point for the study of the Bolshevik project of revolutionizing the human psyche. Bolshevized during the Civil War, the Soviet institution of higher learning functioned in the 1920s as a meeting place between the proletariat and its consciousness. The bulk of the material for this study comes from the records kept by Party cells in Petrograd (Leningrad), Tomsk and Smolensk Universities. Petrograd was a former capital, an educational center second only to Moscow; Tomsk was the "Siberian Athens"; and Smolensk a typical agricultural backwater. While the Proletarian Dictatorship had faith in the revolutionary consciousness of Petrograd students, it routinely expressed anxiety regarding the "peasant" constituency of Tomsk and Smolensk. In addition, the regions differed politically: Leningrad was the "cradle of the Revolution" and a bastion of the new regime, while Tomsk was a former White territory. But even Petrograd was not without its problems: the city had a history of Menshevik sympathies from before the Revolution, and in the 1920s its Communist contingent tended to be "Oppositionist." Though comparison of Party norms in the three cities tells us something about the differences between the industrial north and the agricultural east and west, we will see that revolutionary discourse ultimately went a long way toward flattening regional idiosyncrasies. While I do not ignore the peculiarities of Leningrad, Tomsk and Smolensk, my aim is to provide a set of microstudies not regional studies. Rather than comparing specific regions and their social relations, I intend to examine the ways in which the Communist gospel was disseminated in specific Party cells -- imagined communities which Communists tried to mold into the human ideal.

In the Communist cosmology, students were an anomalous social category. Though the autonomy of all bodies was undermined by Bolshevik medical theory, students' bodies were construed as sources of greater dangers, and everyday practices in the universities were privileged as sites of surveillance and intervention. According to Pavel Sakulin, a contemporary sociologist of literature, students were undecided souls: "During the years of study, everything brews in their minds. A student has yet to acquire the knowledge of good and evil. [. . .] If collectivism has a chance to take hold, now is the most opportune time."
 Many in the Party believed that students were not its ideal raw material. While with worker-Communists, consciousness could be initially dormant, eventually developing through the influence of industrial labor, "individualistic" and "decadent" university life, by contrast, was not likely to generate a Communist consciousness. A paradox ensued: although students were placed in a highly questionable institution from the point of view of Bolshevik class analysis, those among them who wished to become members of the brotherhood of the elect had to present a fully articulated Communist consciousness when they first applied.

"Student youth" was considered by Bolshevik moralists a high risk category for degeneration. Separated from the healthy industrial environment before their consciousness was fully developed, exposed to the lifestyle of the reclusive academic intelligentsia, they tended to succumb to "individualism," "philistinism" and "hypertrophy of the mind." The fact that academic Party cells, more than any other sector of the Party, had supported Trotsky further worsened students' reputation; their dormitories were perceived as breeding grounds for political deviation. While attempting to explain the 1920s link between Oppositionism and the university, the present study also explores the fundamental Communist ambivalence toward mental labor as such. Even as they described it as an indispensable path to salvation, mental labor was perceived by the Bolsheviks as a dangerous competitor to manual labor: excessive study threatened to corrupt workers' identity and turn them into lascivious and weakwilled bourgeois.

Above all, the Bolsheviks viewed the university as the locus of perverse sexuality. Perhaps the most obvious symptom of the young organism's degeneration according to the Communist science of the psyche, was immoderate sexual activity said to divert precious energies away from productive labor, exhausting the student's young and frail body and plunging him back into the abyss of an unconscious existence. Increasingly, sexologists of the time held that it was sexual misbehavior that brought students into the Oppositionist camp. The body thus politicized, ideological deviation turned into an object of sexological discourse. Idle life, Krylenko would explain few years later, led to perverse sexuality, which in turn led to counterrevolution: "Who in fact are our chief customers in this line? Are they working men? Of course not. They are either the dregs of society, or remnants of the exploiting classes. They don't know what to do with themselves, so they take to pederastry. And besides this, there is another kind of work that goes on in little filthy dens and hiding places, and that is the work of counterrevolution."
 Blatant sexuality signified to Party politicians like Krylenko the animalistic, antisocial side of man -- a major obstacle along the eschatological path.

The bourgeois forces that overwhelmed the universities during NEP found their corollary in the "animalistic" drives obstructing students from within. (Indeed, the Marxist corporeal notion of "class interests" can be traced to Plato's "body" or the Christian "weak and tempting flesh.") Communists, Trotsky argued in the 1920s, had to learn how to control not only nature outside (economic competition) but also nature within (instincts): "At first man used socialist economics to expel the dark elements from the economic sphere. [. . .] Next, he erected a Soviet dictatorship to battle opaqueness in the realm of politics. But the greatest efforts of our intellect have to be directed against our own unconscious, to which the elemental, animalistic forces withdrew."
 Only Communism as a conscious, scientific organization of human affairs had the wherewithal to "teach man to get hold of his feelings and elevate instincts to the highest levels of consciousness."

Informed by a rich body of moralistic literature, a number of mid-1920s Soviet lowbrow novels set in the university milieu grappled with the opposition between body and consciousness. The Bolshevik cultural establishment insisted that literature was an important vehicle of the revolutionary enterprise, able not only to reflect reality but also to shape it. An interpretive discussion sprang up between revolutionary literature and everyday Bolshevik practices, ritualized public readings providing a dramatic structure through which the Communist ethos was hammered out. Through detailed sketches of continent and sexually perverse protagonists, the Bolshevik literati offered their readers the archetypes of good and evil students. "Everyday student life" was regarded by the Bolshevik writers as a reliable gauge of continuity and change in the self across the revolutionary divide. It would be a mistake to consider these moralizing novels without juxtaposing them to the contemporaneous sociological and sexological treatises that explored the sexuality of the Party's "new guard."

Rather than treat these sources as photographs of contemporary mores -- such an approach would merely uncritically reproduce arguments already made by the discourse of the 1920s Soviet social scientists themselves -- I focus on how the Bolshevik ethics was framing questions and delineating issues. In the 1920s, students were confronted with two conflicting demands: first, the sexual liberation of revolutionary Russia, its call for the dismissal of such "bourgeois institutions" as marriage and restricted sexual relationships; and second, sexual restraint, preached by many Bolshevik sexologists who believed in fidelity, abstinence and the canalization of sexual drive into labor. At first euphorically celebrating the Revolution's release of students' libidos, and later bemoaning "sexual aberrations" among the degenerated youth, Bolshevik expert opinion reveals sharp vicissitudes in the Party's ideal moral physiognomy of the New Man.

Soviet scientists, it must be emphasized, were not obliged to make a serious sacrifice of their theoretical coherency in order to participate with renewed enthusiasm in the cultural politics of the Bolshevik state. They participated in the Communist project rather than simply adhering to it. For the involvement of scientists in Communism was not simply an external act of joining a political movement, but an active collaboration in elaborating the movement's theory and practice. While contemporary scientists, fully committed to the betterment of the human species, evaluated the moral qualities of the population, Communist leaders, deeply immersed in the scientific ethos of their time, borrowed from science to buttress the Party's hermeneutics of the soul. Whatever the disagreements among them, the basic commonality of concerns shared by the various professional and political groups operating in the Soviet Union of the 1920s opened up a discursive space in which the debate on the Communist Self could unfold. Proletarian writers, Party theoreticians, Marxist natural scientists, psychologists and sexologists -- an affiliation of ethical experts designated with the umbrella term "Bolshevik moralists" -- all cooperated in filling the outline of the New Man with detail and content.

The Opposition as the Paradigm of Evil

Oppositionism  -- understood by contemporaries as deliberate disobedience of the Party line -- was the paragon of evil in the Communist discourse. Oppositionism is in focus in this study not as a political movement but as a mental predicament. What is at issue then is not so much how political battles in the Party unfolded but the evolution of the soul-judging framework that imbued the gradual radicalization of Oppositionism with meaning. Throughout the history of Bolshevism, certain positions were ensconced as proletarian orthodoxy while other positions were excluded from the growing core of the accepted canon and designated as heterodox. As a highly respected member of the Politburo, Trotsky dismissed Shliapnikov and Medvedev in 1920 as "the so-called Workers' Opposition" only to find the same pejorative applied to himself three years later. Widely recognized as two pillars of the orthodox triumvirate who fought against the now arch-Oppositionist Trotsky during the XIII Party Congress (1924), Kamenev and Zinoviev had also been turned into Oppositionists by the time the XIV Party Congress convened (1925). Among all these shifting political labels, no matter how loosely an Oppositionist identity was constructed, Oppositionism was always essentialized and made retroactive.

"Oppositionism" was very anomalous from the point of view of the Communist believer. Messianic truth, according to the Party Doctirine, was supposed to speak in a single voice. Since there was only one path to the light, and only one platform indicating that course, it followed that in any of the so-called "Party Discussions" -- the official deliberating periods that preceded a Party congress -- one of the disputants had to be somehow "in opposition" to the proletarian truth, and, as such, a source of dissention and pollution in the proletarian camp. In the spirit of the observation by the Calvinist Theodore Beze that religious liberty is "a most diabolical dogma because it means that everyone should be left to go to hell in his own way," Communists were unanimous in the opinion that the positions rejected by the Party congress had to be anathematized.
 Lenin had maintained that even the constant splintering of the Party was not too high a price to pay for the preservation of doctrinal truth: "Unity is a great thing and a great slogan, but our cause requires the unity of Marxists, not the unity of Marxists alongside the enemies and distorters of Marxism."
 And Zinoviev, already an Oppositionist leader at the time, concurred: "There can be only one Marxism and therefore only one Party."

Given this set of premises, the ideological apparatus of the Party had to put in extra hours to explain how dissent could originate within a Communist soul. By examining how the Opposition was diagnosed by the official hermeneutical discourse, I hope to do justice to the sophisticated theoretical apparatus Communists deployed in order to make sense of the origins and meaning of heterodoxy inside the movement.
 

At some point during the 1920s a category was created, not this or that minority platform but the Opposition as such, a source of dangerous contamination that had to be contained. Unless we broaden our view of how the Party conceptualized the human soul it is impossible to make sense of the notion of an "Oppositionist." The imperative of explaining the etiology of heterodox political thinking engendered a whole series of systems of knowledge psychologizing and pathologizing errant behavior. As official appraisal of the Opposition shifted, diagnosis of the heterodox soul changed as well. Was Oppositionism caused by an absence (of consciousness) or by a presence (of evil Will)? Should the Party "cure" Oppositionists or denounce them, purged and deprived of civil rights?

In the early 1920s, the diagnosis of Oppositionism was still relatively mild. The IX Party Conference (1920) stipulated that "repression of comrades who espouse heterodox opinions (inakomyslie) on certain issues is impermissible." Clearly, at this early date, had not been essentialized in the sense that it was allowed a comrade could hold heterodox opinions on some issues and orthodox opinions on other issues.
 Treating the Opposition as a "psychological crisis," Lenin encouraged the Party "to apply to them a carefully individualized approach, a sort of healing treatment. [. . .] We should do all we can to reassure the members of the so-called Opposition, to explain the matter to them in a comradely way, to give them advice and counsel."


What is crucial to us with respect to the diagnosis of Oppositionism as a form of degeneration -- the temporary inability to see the Party's truth clearly -- is that it refrained from framing Oppositionists as irredeemably evil. Although they had been suddenly swayed by NEP petit-bourgeois influences, they could be brought back into the fold by a good dose of enlightenment and persuasion. This is why in the 1920s the solar eclipse line of defense, which blamed the diseased body for having temporarily dislodged the mind from its supremacy, was a popular and legitimate way out for many repentant Oppositionists. 

But toward the late 1920s circumstances changed. Far from being innocuous and well-meaning comrades who temporarily lost their way, Oppositionists were now proclaimed dangerous counterrevolutionaries -- a "malevolent pseudocommunity" in the words of Robert Tucker. The Opposition's most menacing feature was its alleged condemnation of the Central Committee majority in the name of the very same doctrinal principles on which the latter's legitimacy rested. Through the lure of a pseudo-Party, the Opposition supposedly threatened a diabolical dispossession of Communism and assumption of control over proletarian souls.

Gradually but inexorably the Opposition was assimilated into the stereotype of the wicked enemy, along with the kulaks and the bourgeois with whom they rapidly became identified in rhetoric and invective. Such a change in diagnosis naturally entailed a change in remedy. Rigorous in theory, the persecution of the Opposition remained fairly intermittent in practice until the XV Party Congress (December 1927) when a comprehensive apparatus of persecution was worked out. At that time the earlier practice of admonishing and censoring Oppositionists was replaced with purge, exile and sometimes even incarceration. Thus it was during the Discussion with the United Opposition that GPU -- an organization that was defined as the "Party's sword in the struggle against the counterrevolution" -- was extensively used against Trotskyists for the first time. Another indication of the increasing identification of the Opposition with the enemy was the trial of Trotskyists on the basis of paragraph 58 of the penal code, specifically directed against "counterrevolutionary traitors."

The persecution of the Opposition reached its zenith just as the economic situation in the country was improving (according to Naum Jasny, the years 1934-36 marked "the three `good' years" in which there was a vast increase in industrial production).
 Following closely the logic of Bolshevik eschatological time-reckoning, it is possible to get some inkling as to why murderous events unfolded when they did. While the key redemptive event in human History had already taken place in 1917, the granting of a brief respite to the bourgeoisie had left the process far from complete. But once the collectivization and industrialization campaigns of the First Five Year Plan (1927-1931) had rendered bourgeois elements wholly superfluous it was time to intensify the drive toward social and individual purity. The closer to completion the revolutionary process seemed, the higher was the pitch of messianic zeal. A major watershed in Soviet history, Stalin's Constitution declared in 1936 that "the foundation for classless society has already been laid" and that "a second phase of development of the Soviet State has begun."
 Contemporaries understood this to mean that the End of History was imminent. The imperative to weed out elements likely to be a liability during the upcoming universal war -- the pinnacle of the eschatological epic and its most demanding hour -- also intensified the hunt for enemies. "Our adversaries," Stalin explained, "plan to strike not during peace but during war."
 During the Great Purge, his henchmen recalled, "we were driven by the consideration that when the final contest between the exploiters and the exploited started we must not have a fifth column inside our country."

Stalinist eschatological diagnosis, paradoxical inasmuch as it interpreted the late 1930s both as a time of unrivalled purity in Soviet society and as the time of the last stand of the counterrevolution against Soviet society, a short but terrible reign of violence preceding the triumph of universal peace. What made the present so unique was that wicked deeds were carried out not by remnants of the old society but by Party members themselves. "The source of Trotskyists' power, `the wreckers of our times'," Stalin stated, "is that they have a Party card."
 "The specificity of contemporary wrecking," Molotov concurred, "consists in the use of the Party card as means of sabotage."

Although the Communist vision of historical time was deterministic, it rejected the notion of incremental progression. The final showdown between the exploiters and the exploited, between the bourgeoisie and proletariat, corresponded to the Judeo-Christian belief in a final battle between Christ and Antichrist in the concluding epoch of History. Stalin repeatedly declared that peaceful evolution was impossible because the opposition was intensifying with every step the Soviet Union took toward Communism: "The further we move, the more successful we become, the more enraged the remains of the defeated exploiting classes will become. They will take the most extreme measures, harming the Soviet state and attempting the most desperate means, the last resort of the doomed."

During the period of the Great Purge, the Party invested great effort in terminating the struggle over the future. History was given a closure and a perfect society was said to have essentially been consummated. Given this unusually strong eschatological presupposition, individual identities had to be fixed once and for all. Messianic languages have this peculiar feature -- at some point they claim to have realized what they had promised. At such times these languages bear particularly tangible effects, not in the sense of truly living up to their expectations but in the sense of bringing their expectations to bear in a remarkably powerful way. Here we return to the issue of language as a creative factor. The Soviet social paradise did not, of course, exist. But during the Great Purge such messianic language certainly did. Moreover, it had become all engulfing, and that makes its study especially worthwhile.

As things came to a head in 1936-1937, the severity of the purges grew dramatically. The wheat now lay separated from the tares, and the time had finally come to reveal the true nature of each and every individual. Afinogenov described the Great Purge in his diary as "the Final Judgment and the verdict of the Revolution, a time when so many people turned out to be different from what we had thought them to be."
 The Party now believed that an individual was either absolutely good, in which case the recent purification of the class landscape inspired him to purify his soul, or radically evil, in which case he clung to his bourgeois spirit. Brought to the threshold of a moment of great decision, the individual's Will appeared as either revolutionary and creative, or as counterrevolutionary and destructive. In this connection, Katerina Clark's distinction between the first half of the thirties, a period which she characterizes as directed toward the socium, and the second half of the decade, peculiar in its obsession with the psyche, is most pertinent.
 The crucial shift in the Communist cultural models and the rise of what Clark calls "Stalinist utopian anthropology" found its expressions in the replacement, in 1935, of the slogan, "Technology Decides Everything," with a new slogan, "Cadres Decide Everything." This was also the time of the solemn pronouncement that, having accomplished its basic economic tasks, the Soviet state would "take care of the individual." Later that year came the launching of the Stakhanovist movement, which purported to prove that a true Communist could exceed production norms many times over. "There are no fortresses Communists cannot storm," the declaration popularizing the Stakhanovists, highlighted the mid to late 1930s belief that the New Man could draw unlimited resources from within himself.

Whereas in the 1920s the Party acknowledged that Communists were bound to encounter objective difficulties on their road toward purity thanks to the malign influence of a petit-bourgeois environment, they were expected to be in fighting trim. Individuals were now denied any additional time for refashioning their souls. No longer attributed to external circumstances, Oppositionism came to be explained in terms of a fundamental quality of the soul. In the early days, when a Will could still be "forged" or "tempered," Party schools had taught "gymnastics of the Will"; now Will was pronounced "an innate trait" (prirodania cherta). Once described as "weak-willed individual" (bezvol'nye), too irresolute to put the Communist truth they had intellectually accepted into practice, Oppositionists metamorphosed into intransigent, "self-willed" (svoevolnyi) heretics, "innate rogues" (vrozhdennye negodiai).
 Describing his puzzlement that the Civil War hero, Marshal Tukhachevskii, had been charged with Trotskyism, Soviet General Gorbatov, "finally accepted the answer most common in those days: `No matter how you feed a wolf, it will always look toward the forest'." As far as Gorbatov was concerned, it was as pointless to attempt to rehabilitate Tukhachevskii as to try to domesticate a wild beast.

Consider the terms in which the case of Karpov, a prominent Party functionary, was debated at the Central Committee plenum of February-March 1937. It was agreed that what was at issue was the ontology of Karpov's soul:

Postyshev: This is my train of thought: During the years of twisting and turning -- the period of industrialization and collectivization -- some comrades were broken, others remained standing on their feet and still others defected to the enemy. Who would have assumed that those who had withstood all that might later join the enemy camp? But now I am told that Karpov has been in the hands of our enemies since 1934. [. . .] Personally, I am inclined to think it is hard to change sides so late in the game. How can one spend the hardest years with the Party and then go over to the Trotskyists? Strange! [. . .]

Molotov: Hard to believe that Karpov became an enemy in 1934? He probably was our enemy from early on. [. . .]

Postyshev: Yes, a worm must have lived inside him all along. It first emerged in 1924, or maybe in 1926, or 1930 -- it is hard to say -- but it was evidently there all along.
 

Molotov's new evaluation of Karpov's soul prevailed: the accused had always been evil but was only belatedly diagnosed as such. Boris Groys shows that the Moscow trials of 1936-38 persuaded contemporaries that seemingly quite normal persons were capable of the most terrible deeds. Moreover, the enemy did all this "on a superhuman, unimaginable scale, accomplishing the most titanically destructive feats [. . .] by will power alone. That the actions of the show-trial defendant defied ordinary human logic was usually even emphasized in the accusation, because this inexplicability was evidence that his evil will was absolute and incorrigible and could only be subdued by physically eliminating the individual."

We should not be surprised that changes in the concept of the Self that usually take centuries to unfold occurred in Soviet Russia every few years. This acceleration is the result of the speed-up of historical experience. Once the Revolution severed all cultural moorings -- the Bolsheviks questioned the most fundamental truisms regarding human condition -- ideas about what constitutes human identity indeed changed with breathtaking speed. Redefinition of the Self was expected to keep up with developments in economics: just as the Bolsheviks aspired to effect the socio-economic transformation that took Great Britain centuries to accomplish in less than a decade (as articulated, for instance, in Stalin's famous speech about "Russian historical backwardness" and the imperative to overcome it before the war), so they were reforging human identity and reconceptualizing the New Man in record time.

The fact that before 1935 Oppositionists were kept within society or, in the worst case scenario, given over to the sprawling system of "corrective work," and that now they were shot in droves, points toward the growing identification of ideological heterodoxy with wicked Will. This worked both ways -- while Oppositionism was rendered synonymous with counterrevolution, counterrevolution became another word for the Opposition.

The existence of terrorist Oppositionist centers was, of course, a figment of the NKVD's imagination. But the need to assign a specific guilt to individual Oppositionists, even when an elaborate (and not always successful) work of fabrication had to be carried out, suggests all the more strongly that Oppositionism functioned as a key ideological concept designating premeditated evil. Sarkisov, a prominent regional Party chief and a Central Committee candidate in the 1930s, maintained that "all the gangsters with Party cards in their pockets come from Trotsky's club -- old scions and new progeny."
 "Oppositionism" became a label that ensured the annihilation of its carrier. "`Trotskyism'," Biulleten of the Opposition had noted, "has become a collective noun referring to everything that has to be destroyed."

It is not at all the case that Stalinist victims were exclusively or even predominantly Oppositionists. Prosopographical studies have shown that, despite allegations, many victims of the Great Purge had no real links to any Opposition whatsoever.
 Yet interest in factual accuracy should not preclude an appreciation of the very real effects of the Communist perception of things, however phantasmagoric. Whether members of the Opposition or not, victims of the Great Purge died as Oppositionists.

In what was perceived as a sublime eschatological irony, the Opposition's constant changing of masks inadvertently strengthened the hermeneutical acumen of the Party. With each new peak in Communist consciousness, the Party's own history (the History of the good), as well as the history of the Opposition (the history of evil), were freshly reinterpreted. In May 1937, Stalin suggested to the editors of the definitive Party history a periodization scheme "based on the Bolshevik struggle against anti-Bolshevik currents and fractions."
 The Party proclaimed that it had finally came to understand that the Opposition had not suddenly, overnight, become counterrevolutionary. Rather, it had never been anything else. Retroactive diagnostics pronounced that all the participants in the various Oppositions were well coordinated members of the same clandestine counterrevolutionary organization, which had existed since prerevolutionary times. The procrustean bed of Oppositionism proved able to accommodate strange bedfellows. For example, in 1932 Stalin characterized the "Union of Marxist-Leninists" as a "counterrevolutionary group" which was at one and the same time both the continuation and the consummation of all previous "struggles against the Leninist line in the Party [. . .] waged by Menshevism, Anarcho-Syndicalism, counterrevolutionary Trotskyism, the kulak-oriented Right Oppositionists and the cowardly Rightist-Leftists Block."
 

Communists now maintained that all the disagreements within the Oppositionist camp were feigned, craftily enacted to confuse the Party. Ezhov discovered that the former Leftists and the former Rightists were "two interconnected prongs" of a longstanding conspiracy. Already in 1918, he argued, Trotsky and Bukharin "had plotted to murder Lenin and Stalin and overthrow the Soviet government." Bukharin had allegedly stood behind the attempt on Lenin's life by Fanny Kaplan in 1918, while Trotsky had been deeply involved with the German espionage agencies operating in the Soviet Union from 1921. In the updated version of events, both the Left and the Right Oppositions "had from the start been subversive movements motivated by criminal anti-Soviet aims rather than genuine Oppositionist convictions."
 No more accurate analysis can be offered than that of the writer for the emigre Menshevik press who stated that "Trotsky is forced into the role of the tempting demon, a Satan who holds in his hands the reins of all conspiracies."
 "No longer a working class political movement, as it was seven to eight years ago, Trotskyism," according to Stalin, "had become the name for a shameless band of wreckers and saboteurs" who "sold their body and soul to the fascists."
 

While Krylenko believed that "Trotsky will enter history as the monstrous blend in a single person of all the lowest and most ignoble crimes [. . .] human imagination can bring to mind," Mikoian denied that Trotskyists were human at all: "Trotsky gave birth to a new type of men -- a monster disguised as a person."
 "Everything dark, sinister and criminal," the contemporary Soviet press observed, "all the human scum, all the dregs of society gather at the sound of Trotsky's cry, ready for ignoble and sordid deeds."
 Vyshinskii's blood-chilling characterization of the accused during the Show Trials suggests that this demonizing language penetrated into the Soviet courtroom: "Criminals [. . .] whom even ordinary felons treat as the basest, the lowest, the most contemptible, they are the most depraved of the depraved."
 

Hermeneutics was a difficult metier. The main Party organ stated: "Our Leninist-Stalinist party demands that every Communist should be able to identify, mercilessly and promptly, [. . .] all Trotskyist-Zinovievists, no matter how cunning the mask they have contrived."
 The talent of "recognizing" the Oppositionist danger early became a precious token of advanced consciousness. Questionnaires distributed among Communists who served in the Red Army in 1939-1940 asked: "What actions have you taken against the Oppositionists during the Discussions of 1921, 1923-24 and 1925-27?"
 Vyshinskii stated in June 1937: "Of course, it is impossible to recognize a spy by his appearance. In fact, it is altogether difficult to write some kind of recipe valid for all, on how to identify a cleverly masked enemy." A highly ranked Party functionary "waved his hand in despair" a month earlier. "Who can I work with? One has to be a Solomon to tell a decent human being from a fascist crony."
 Khrushchev admitted: "With each enemy Stalin was unmasking I was thinking to myself, `Oh! He is so perspicacious! He recognizes the enemy right away! And me? Around me there were so many enemies who got arrested. I was hanging out with them every day without noticing anything!"

Hermeneutical failure constituted a grave offense that could easily turn a judge into an criminal. Postyshev's "primeval sin" (pervorodnyi grekh), according to Kaganovich, was that he "could not separate a friend from a foe. If in Kiev Postyshev counted foes among friends, in Kuibyshev he did the reverse."
 At the peak of the Great Purge Ezhov noted that there were Communists who "could recognize wreckers" and there were Communists who "simply could not be taught to do so." But even this finest of all hermeneuticists ruefully admitted to the February-March 1937 Party plenum: "There is my personal guilt too in the fact that the Trotskyist-Zinovievist Center was not detected immediately after Kirov's assassination; I was inexperienced, my sense of smell was still weak, I allowed myself to be circumvented."


Since expressions of heterodoxy in the 1920s corroborated any present charges against a comrade, however unrelated, Past affiliation with the Opposition could not be forgotten or forgiven. In 1928 GPU had begun drawing up a comprehensive list of all those who had ever been involved in Opposition groups; by 1933 an eighteen-volume compendium had been compiled as had a detailed card catalogue. Even Oppositionists who returned to the fold remained under strict surveillance. This led the Politburo to such schizophrenic behavior as allowing Bukharin, Kamenev and Zinoviev to address the XVII Party Congress in 1934, at the same assigning GPU detectives to keep an eye on them.
 In the early 1930s "repentant Oppositionists" were allowed to occupy important managerial posts while those among them who remained "ardently intransigent" (iarostno neprimirimye) and "insistently inflexible" (nastoichivo nepreklonnye) were "isolated."

In the mid-1930s the demonization of the Opposition picked up in intensity and speed. The knot around the Opposition started tightening after December 1, 1934. The Politburo claimed that the "most treacherous Zinovievist faction" stood behind Kirov's assassination. Having adopted "methods learned from Whiteguard wreckers, spies and provocators," Oppositionists supposedly linked with the so-called "Leningrad and Moscow Terrorist Centers" could no longer be simply purged "but had to be arrested and isolated." Clearly, Trotskyists, who were anathemized since the late 1920s, and Zinovievists who were forgiven at that time because their leader duly recanted, were amalgamated into one group.
 

It was the year 1936, however, the year of New Constitution and the concomitant expectation that the internal enemy must be wiped out once and for all, that marked the crucial transition from the Party reacting, even if belatedly, to assertive formulation of heterodox political belief, to actively seeking out heretics on the assumption that they must have been there to be found. Any failure on the part of the NKVD to uncover the whereabouts of the enemy only confirmed that Oppositionists were able not only to cover their tracks but also to infiltrate official organizations.
 Following the First Show Trial in August that condemned Trotsky, Kamenev and Zinoviev, the predicament of former Oppositionists became worse still. Stalin's notorious "Sochi telegram" of September 25 -- clearly a watershed in the history of the Great Purge -- pushed for the comprehensive reevaluation of Opposition activities.
 On September 29 a Politburo directive, "Concerning Measures Regarding Counterrevolutionary Trotskyist-Zinovievist Elements," demanded the elimination of all surviving Oppositionists.

Research into Communists' pasts was pursued with astounding meticulousness and care. Materials on purges and transcripts of antiquated Party meetings were backchecked for any heterodox speeches. Special teams pored over the cells' archives, making lists of "formers," compiling new lists on the basis of unprocessed material from years before and cross-listing and indexing all personal information on Oppositionists that they could lay their hands on. Such interest in political biography reflected the conviction that evil was innate and that any now proven to be tainted must have betrayed hints of their true nature at different points in his past. The Party now claimed that it had at last realized how foolishly lenient it had been, sparing outright counterrevolutionaries who had infiltrated Party ranks. Correspondingly, the curve of arrests among former Oppositionists grew steeper and steeper: from 1,871 in 1934 it climbed to 5,068 in 1935 and then leaped to 23,373 in 1936 and 56,503 in 1937.

Shifts in hermeneutical theory and practice were reflected in the Soviet penal policy. In the early years of the regime, when all souls were still potentially corrigible, sentencing was regarded as a prelude to spiritual healing. "When the court has to deal with a habitual criminal," the ABC of Communism stated, "isolation from society is enforced, but in such a way as to give the offender many opportunities for moral regeneration."
 Accepting mitigating circumstances like "hunger" or "need," the 1922 Criminal Code reflected the prevailing wisdom that a petit-bourgeois environment could lead good individuals astray.
 Seeking to purge those convicted in court of the "impurities" wrought by inimical class origins, NEP justice sent eighty percent of such criminals to perform compulsory labor.
 Krylenko insisted during the years of the First Five Year Plan that "the fulfillment of court sentences must assure the reeducation of the laborers." Molotov elaborated that "coerced participation in great labor projects is not only profitable for the state but also beneficial for the culprits, for it teaches them how to work and makes them useful members of society."
 Amnesty was applied to class aliens whose good production records proved that they had overcome the vestiges of bourgeois upbringing in their souls: "kulaks could be rehabilitated after five year of hard labor; those who worked in the gold and platinum mines would be cured after thee years."
 The film The Prisoners, describing the rapid reeducation of the inmates of the White See camp, was very popular in the 1930s.
 Andre Gide testified that Soviet jurisprudence "leads one to think that all crimes are imputable not to the man himself who commits them, but to the society which drives him to commit them. One of these men, then another, was invited to speak, to confess his former crimes, to relate how he had been converted, how he had come to recognize the excellence of the new regime and to declare the personal satisfaction he experienced in submitting to it."

Healing powers were attributed to labor during NEP because it was seen as an ennobling experience which linked man with his essence as Homo laborantus. Averbakh claimed that he had hard empirical evidence to buttress this philosophical supposition: "As early as a few months after the prisoners had arrived in the camps, you could not recognize the men. They are possessed by a fever of industrial activity; they begin to operate and manage thriftily; they go in for cultural achievements."
 Gorky praised those who "remolded themselves though hard labor on the Belomor Canal,"
 and Iagoda claimed that "labor breathes a new soul into people."
 "Work without Beauty and Art is Barbarism," stated huge posters hung in the central squares of the labor camps, and the inmates were depicted as enthusiastically embracing labor's redemptive potential.
 "By their own initiative and volition," prisoners called for lengthening the working day to twelve and even fifteen hours and wished to cancel all days off. Barred from working, they were reportedly "so saddened" that prison authorities could actually use the threat of removing a prisoner from the workforce to exert a "moral influence."

It is remarkable that in the early 1930s even Oppositionists could be cured through labor. Addressing a row of Zinovievists accused of alleged complicity in Kirov's assassination, one NKVD chief said in 1935, "You are the enemies of the people! You have just committed an atrocious crime. But despite all this you are now being given the chance to atone for your crimes. [. . .] You must redeem yourselves by heavy work."
 Enlightenment complemented labor. Camp officials organized show trials in the camps to heal Oppositionist souls.
 Nemchinova, an imprisoned Trotskyist, recalled that in the early 1930s "library access was free. `Study', the wards were telling us. `Check the originals. Revisit Marx and Lenin. Work on yourselves. Maybe this way you will be able to order your mind'."
 An official who inspected a jail in Nizhni Novgorod in 1932 notified GPU that "visiting the cells I did not find enough newspapers, journals and books."

There is no denying that draconian measures against the so-called "incorrigible counterrevolutionaries" were enforced throughout the years under consideration. Stalin's statement that the theft of socialist property was a "counterrevolutionary outrage," and the corresponding Law of August 7, 1932 that condemned such thieves to death, cannot go unnoticed. What is important to our purpose, however, is that the Law of August 7 explicitly distinguished two categories of criminals -- those who deserved the death penalty (open enemies of the regime) and those for whom ten years of imprisonment was an adequate punishment ("toilers" who could cite "extenuating circumstances"). This preserved the crucial distinction between unconscious and conscious offense. A Politburo resolution from February 1933 directed that the courts separate out the cases of petty theft "committed out of need and lack of consciousness" and apply to them the rather mild Article 162 of the penal code. The accused were thus granted a chance to be saved by labor.

But things changed dramatically once guilt became intrinsic to the soul. When the terms "crime" and "punishment" made their way back into Soviet jurisprudence in 1936, what was restored was the concept of legal responsibility itself.
 Now that the line between "mistake" and "treason" had been erased Oppositionists were obliged to account personally for their sins. "The individual takes part in the shaping of his own character," the gospel of Soviet psychology stated, "and he himself is answerable for that character."
 The Soviet legal establishment was quickly brought into line with the new anthropology. Vyshinskii unmasked a leading legal specialist, Evsei Shirvindt, as a "Rightist Opportunist" who "had smuggled into the Code of 1924 the counterrevolutionary belief in the possibility of correcting all men." Shirvindt's real and alleged abetters were speedily removed from all branches of the judicial system.

The innocence and naivete characteristic of Rousseau's "noble savage" were no longer in vogue. "Talks about conscious sabotage are everywhere," the academician Vernadskii wrote in his diary.
 A secret directive of Procurator-General Vyshinskii dated November 1936 ordered all procurators to review cases of economic sabotage to uncover "elements of counterrevolutionary wrecking." One highly placed economic manager noted: "Before, we thought that explosions at the oil refineries resulted from neglect. But recently the accused have confessed that they were planned."
 When he sent Professor Gel'perin to Kemerovo in February 1937 to investigate breakdowns in the local industrial operations Ordzhonikidze told him, "Remember, your main task is to distinguish inadvertent mistakes from wrecking."
 Molotov insisted that what appeared at first sight to be a petty crime might ultimately be revealed to be a counterrevolutionary act. Many convictions for "criminal negligence" (Article 111 -- unintentional crime) were overturned in favor of "wrecking" (Article 58 -- deliberate crime).
 

When it was determined that the enemies of the Soviet power were "premeditated criminals" the death penalty replaced incarceration in labor camps. If before only a handful of Communists had been executed, from October 1, 1936 to September 30, 1938, the Military Collequium of the Supreme Court, to take one example, sentenced 30,514 individuals to death; only 5,643 were sent to labor camps.
 Katyn' massacre of the captured Polish officers in 1940 is another case in point. Taking into account that, "these individuals are inveterate (zakerenelye), incorrigible (eispravimye) enemies of the Soviet power," NKVD suggested in a secret communique that the Politburo authorized their physical elimination. The Polish Communist, Vanda Bartashevich, made a similar recommendation in a letter to the executive committee of the Communist Youth International. "These officers are true enemies of the Soviet Union, eager to revenge their suffering," Bartashevich wrote. "Nothing will change those among them I met. There is no other way but to exterminate them."
 It was a sign of the times that even minors had to take responsibility for their actions. By the terms of the decree of April 7, 1935, children over twelve years of age who had formerly been exempt from the death penalty and dispatched to juvenile correction camps were now to be tried under the general penal code. Every penal measure, including execution, was applicable to them.

Retroactive sentences abounded throughout the Great Purge.
 Ezhov fumed that nine out of the eighty-six members of the "particularly virulent Smirnov group" convicted in 1933 were released almost immediately and that the punishment of another sixteen was soon commuted. "Since I began running things in the NKVD," Ezhov added, "we have dealt very strictly with formers. Everyone who was not entirely sincere regarding his Oppositionism will be arrested."
 On September 29, 1936, the Politburo resolved that prominent Oppositionists, including those already in labor camps, had to be retried: "When we deal with the Trotskyist-Zinovievist scoundrels, it is essential not to leave out [. . .] those whom we have already finished investigating and who were exiled earlier.
 Nearly every Communist who had ever been accused of Oppositionism, even in the mildest of terms, was now beyond the pale. A historical precedent for the physical extermination of Oppositionists was sought and found: a leading Party journal cited Lenin's May 12, 1922 letter to the Narkomiust Kurskii in which the Bolshevik leader demanded the "extension of the use of executions to Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries." In 1937 this letter became a precedent justifying capital punishment against ideological rivals.
 Only when the Opposition is exterminated "without any mercy," Party spokesmen explained, "can the Soviet land move rapidly along the Stalinist route."

The Soviet jurisprudence rejected the principle of Roman law that no one can be tried twice for the same offense (non bis in idem).
 Many Oppositionists who had been sentenced to five to ten year prison terms were retried and condemned to death starting with September 1936. From the standpoint of Communist jurisprudence, double jeopardy made perfect sense: the Party had a right to review verdicts because its growing consciousness provided it with new insights into old crimes. While erring Communists could hardly hope to appeal their sentences, the state had great latitude in revisiting the sentencing process. In October 1932, the GPU collegium sentenced Riutin, the leader of a short-lived opposition to collectivization, to ten years in prison. Having reexamined the case in late 1936, Ezhov urgently cabled Stalin: "In the light of recent testimony by the accused, the role of the Rightists presents itself in a new light. I think that back then we never got to the bottom of the affair." In what must have been a fairly ludicrous scene, Riutin was formally rearrested -- we are speaking of a person already incarcerated in the Suzdal solitary prison -- handcuffed and brought to the Moscow NKVD headquarters under a heavy guard. Riutin protested before VTsIK: "Not a single criminal court ever allowed that somebody be sentences twice for the same offense. [. . .] It is monstrous than I am summoned before court for the second time for a crime for which I already spent five years in jail."
 Though during the forty-minute trial no new evidence was introduced, Riutin was now diagnosed as a dangerous "counterrevolutionary" and sentenced to death.

The activity of Lieutenant Kashketin in the spring of 1938 is another startling example of massive reevaluation of past Oppositionist crimes. The head of the "operational group for the struggle against Trotskyists," Kashketin visited the Vorkuta camps to determine whether the punishments imposed under the "lenient" Iagoda were sufficient. As a result of his review, the imprisoned Trotskyists were first isolated from the other prisoners and then methodically taken out into the tundra and shot in small groups. During April to May 1938 2,901 Trotskyists from the Vorkuta prison camps were summarily shot.
 It is remarkable that less than one year earlier the camp inmates had been able to organize a successful hunger strike, which had climaxed with the camp administration yielding on most points, apparently on order from Moscow.
 The speed with which the Oppositionists' fortunes changed points toward the dramatic shift in the nature of the guilt attributed to them.

Communist justice was now restructured along a binary principle. What had been in the 1920s an elaborate technique designed to establish one's distance from the light gave way to a much simpler procedure for separating "us" and "them." The hermeneutics of the soul became simple and extremely repetitive, simple because with truth laying on the surface, repetitive because there were two and only two types of individual, good and evil.

Due to the proclaimed end of social strife within the Soviet Union and the ascendancy of the issue of individual response to the Communist calling, class analysis, the alpha and omega of Marxism, became basically irrelevant. With the End of History in sight, the famous dictum "Being determines consciousness" was turned (yet again!) on its head. Class position, the starting point of the voyage toward the light, turned out to be little more than an index of the individual's subjective moral properties; it no longer predicted moral choice, only registered it after the fact. While the Party kept reiterating that the one who embraced Communism was a "proletarian" and that the one who rejected salvation was "bourgeois," such propositions amounted to little more than a tautology: the good chose good because they belonged to the class of the good, while the evil chose evil because they belonged to the class of the evil.

During the Great Purge autobiography lost its sociological mooring. Among the most conspicuous omissions in the late 1930s discussion is the subject of class, now largely irrelevant to the appraisal of Communist autobiographies. On the one hand, the Politburo allowed the children of kulaks to obtain passports and granted class aliens "equal opportunities in education and employment"; on the other hand, it characterized those who insisted upon resisting the triumphal march of Communism not as "class aliens" but as as "enemies of the people."
 

This shortcircuited the Marxist argument and all that remained of the Communist hermeneutical theory was the empty shell of its scientific vocabulary. Behind the story of universal salvation, with its built-in element of development, Stalinist inquisitors unearthed a frozen picture of the human soul. The interest in individuals' life trajectories persisted, however it stemmed now not from the presupposition that real internal change could occur, but from the belief that only the study of one's conduct over time could reveal one's moral kernel. From stories of self-transformation, autobiographies turned into stories of self-discovery. Because good and evil were parts of the soul's ontology, their end could be foretold. Communism (and here again the parallel with Christianity leaps to mind) always equivocated between free choice and predestination, never quite transcending the contradiction between the view of evil as an innate trait, and the view of evil as something freely chosen. But during the Great Purge the determinist position became noticeably stronger. Behavior could not be predicted unless it was assumed that Will was predetermined, a problematic notion that defined this synonym of human freedom as something not at all free. Communists began to subscribe to the Spinozian assertion that human beings "believe themselves to be free simply because they are conscious of their actions, and unconscious of the causes whereby those actions are determined."

The Great Purge was possible only because of the Communist desire to pursue moral goals through scientific means. What Christianity strictly relegated to the realm of the mysterious Will, Communism attempted to transport into the realm of hard evidence. Augustine's notion of the unpredictable working of grace led him to deny the possibility of determining a person's real worth based on his actions in this world. Only when the Lord stood in judgment over men's souls could a verdict be reached, since many who had been generally considered wicked had proved to be saints and many who had seemed saintly had been shown to be great sinners.
 Christian "eschatological reservation" had enormous implications which became especially obvious when the belief in the Last Judgment was invoked to restrain moral zealots and suspend excesses of human judgment in the present ("Judge not, that you be not judged" [Matt. 7:1]; [Luke 6:37]).

Communists, however, wanted nothing to do with this sort of moral skepticism. While the traditional Russian state could regard many things as matters for God alone, the Soviet hermeneutical establishment recognized no such limitations. Professor Belov, for example, was confident that he could penetrate the most intimate secrets of existence: "Seated in the first row of the theater of knowledge, the man of science can observe universal mysteries directly. Able to penetrate the internal mechanism of human behavior, he is pleased by his ability to understand the mainsprings of action."
 The privacy of the human soul, what Talmon calls "the salt of freedom," was violated by intrusive messiahs who arrogated to themselves a power once held as divine monopoly, that of recreating men and women.
 Communist Terror was the child of the encounter between eschatology and modernity. Their combination proved lethal.
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