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PREFACE

THE CONSTRUCTION of mass utopia was the dream of the
twentieth century. It was the driving ideological force of industrial mod-
ernization in both its capitalist and socialist forms. The dream was itself an
immense material power that transformed the natural world, investing in-
dustrially produced objects and built environments with collective, politi-
cal desire. Whereas the night dreams of individuals express desires thwarted
by the social order and pushed backward into regressive childhood forms,
this collective dream dared to imagine a social world in alliance with per-
sonal happiness, and promised to adults that its realization would be in har-
mony with the overcoming of scarcity for all.

As the century closes, the dream is being left behind. Industrial pro-
duction has not itself abated. Commodities are still produced, marketed,
desired, consumed, and thrown away—in more areas of the globe, and in
greater quantities than ever. Consumerism, far from on the wane, has pen-
etrated the last socialist bastion of mainland China to become, arguably, the
first global ideological form. State legitimacy continues to rest on the ideal
of rule by the people put forth by “modern” political theories that are now
several centuries old. But the mass-democratic myth of industrial moder-
nity—the belief that the industrial reshaping of the world is capable of
bringing about the good society by providing material happiness for the

masses—has been profoundly challenged by the disintegration of European
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socialism, the demands of capitalist restructuring, and the most fundamen-
tal ecological constraints. In its place, an appeal to difterences that splinter
the masses into fragments now structures political rhetoric and marketing
strategies alike—while mass manipulation continues much as before. Com-
modities have not ceased to crowd people’s private dreamworlds; they still
have a utopian function on a personal level. But the abandonment of the
larger social project connects this personal utopianism with political cyni-
cism, because it is no longer thought necessary to guarantee to the collec-
tive that which is pursued by the individual. Mass utopia, once considered
the logical correlate of personal utopia, is now a rusty idea. It is being dis-
carded by industrial societies along with the earliest factories designed to
deliver it.

This book is an attempt to come to terms with mass dreamworlds at
the moment of their passing. Its point of departure is the end of the Cold
War. It argues that the profound significance of this event was not so much
its political effects—the replacement of “really existing” (state) socialism by
“really existing” (capitalist) democracy—as the fact that this fundamental
shift in the historical map shattered an entire conception of the world, on
both sides. In a real sense, it marked the end of the twentieth century. From
the present side of this temporal divide, the cultural forms that existed in
“East” and “West” (to use the Eurocentric terminology of the Cold War)
appear uncannily similar. They may have diftered violently in their way of
dealing with the problems of modernity, but they shared a faith in the mod-
ernizing process developed by the West that for us today has been unalter-
ably shaken. It is with the aim of illuminating the changed nature of our
present situation that this book compares their dreamworld forms.

The notion of dreamworld is borrowed from Walter Benjamin, who
used it not merely as the poetic description of a collective mental state but
as an analytical concept, one that was central to his theory of modernity as
the reenchantment of the world. The term acknowledges the inherent tran-

sience of modern life, the constantly changing conditions of which imperil
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traditional culture in a positive sense, because constant change allows hope
that the future can be better. Whereas myths in premodern culture enforced
tradition by justifying the necessity of social constraints, the dreamworlds of
modernity—political, cultural, and economic—are expressions of a utopian
desire for social arrangements that transcend existing forms. But dream-
worlds become dangerous when their enormous energy is used instrumen-
tally by structures of power, mobilized as an instrument of force that turns
against the very masses who were supposed to benefit. If the dreamed-of
potential for social transformation remains unrealized, it can teach future
generations that history has betrayed them. And in fact, the most inspiring
mass-utopian projects—mass sovereignty, mass production, mass culture—
have left a history of disasters in their wake. The dream of mass sovereignty
has led to world wars of nationalism and to revolutionary terror. The dream
of industrial abundance has enabled the construction of global systems that
exploit both human labor and natural environments. The dream of culture
for the masses has created a panoply of phantasmagoric effects that aes-
theticize the violence of modernity and anaesthetize its victims.

The essays in this volume deal with both extremes of mass utopia,
dreamworld and catastrophe. The idea of comparing their forms in East and
West grew out of a period of close collaboration with Moscow philoso-
phers. From 1988 to 1993 I was a frequent visitor at the Institute of Phi-
losophy of the Soviet (later, Russian) Academy of Sciences, and worked
together with a new generation of intellectuals who were critically analyz-
ing Soviet culture as a system of power. In the course of this exchange, the
Cold War world disintegrated. The imaginary topology of two irreconcil-
able enemies, ready and able to defend themselves by destroying life on this
planet, dissipated with the abruptness of a disappearing dream. The histori-
cal rupture felt like sudden sanity. For a time the structures of power seemed
to us so far in abeyance, and the burden of past history so light, that personal
friendships alone would be strong enough to usher in a new, shared cultural

era. But when new constellations of power began to coalesce and we found
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ourselves moving against the historical current, the limitations of personal
agency became painfully apparent.

Our collaboration was part of an intense period of newly allowed ex-
change between thinkers whose work had been held apart by the Cold War
order. The projects we helped initiate were the means through which var-
1ous aspects of Western thought were introduced to the USSR and its suc-
cessor states, including the first publication of Walter Benjamin in Russian,
the first workshop on deconstruction, the first Heidegger conference, the
last Soviet International Film Festival, and the first—and last—course at the
Dubrovnik Inter-University Centre to include members of what might be
called the Continental School of Soviet philosophy, including its leading
figure, Merab Mamardashvili. Jacques Derrida, Jiirgen Habermas, Fredric
Jameson, Jean-Luc Nancy, Slavoj Zizek, and others all played a role in these
exchanges, so that the story becomes part of the intellectual history of our
time. But hopes that we had for a transformation of political culture were
not realized. Our project of establishing a common critical discourse was, and
remains, marginal to the dominant intellectual trends of the post-Cold War
era. In its place, the hegemonic discourse affirms the moral superiority of
those who have been the victors in this century. There is little reflection on
how many beliefs they shared with those whom they defeated.

Against the often-repeated story of the West’s winning the Cold War
and capitalism’s historical triumph over socialism, these essays argue that the
historical experiment of socialism was so deeply rooted in the Western
modernizing tradition that its defeat cannot but place the whole Western
narrative into question. If the term postmodern is operative here, it is not as
the description of a new historical stage—the underlying structures of
modernity have far from disappeared—but as the awareness that there are
no stages of history in the developmental and optimistic sense that moder-
nity’s dreamworlds once believed.

The book is divided into four parts. The first part, “Dreamworlds of

Democracy,” sees the political forms of East and West as embodying a com-
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mon contradiction between democracy and sovereignty, one that had its
origins in the French Revolution and its nemesis in the Cold War logic of
mutual annihilation. The second part, “Dreamworlds of History,” examines
critically the narrative of revolutionary time by telling the story of Bolshe-
vik cultural politics in its terms, and suggests rethinking revolutionary pol-
itics without this temporal armature. The third part, “Dreamworlds of Mass
Culture,” takes its lead from the artists in the late Soviet period who repre-
sented the dreamworld of Soviet culture at the moment of awakening from
it, and juxtaposes mass culture images of East and West so that the struggle
between these systems becomes visible as a competition to excel in pro-
ducing the same utopian forms. The fourth part, “Afterward,” places the
book in the historical context of my collaboration with Moscow philoso-
phers, weaving together personal and political history in an attempt to de-
mystify them both.

The thesis of this book goes against standard wisdom that capitalism is
desirable and inevitable, the normal natural arrangement of social life. It re-
jects the neoliberal argument that the social evils of modernity are distor-
tions caused by political interventions into market outcomes, whereby
socialism and recently even the welfare state are lumped together with fas-
cism as unhealthy deviations from the norm. The Cold War discursive bi-
nary of totalitarianism versus democracy is challenged at its core. At a time
when politics on the left as well as the right seems eager to jettison the
whole conception of the masses, it cautions that every political and cultural
struggle of the past century that called itself democratic was waged for a
mass constituency, and in its name. At the same time, it questions whether
democracy can ever be compatible with a concept of sovereignty based on
violence, whether perpetrated by a single party in the name of the general
will, or by a mass army in defense of the nation-state.

Rather than stressing the unique pasts of particular human groups, this
book tells a story of similarities. It interprets cultural developments of the

twentieth century within opposed political regimes as variations of a com-
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mon theme, the utopian dream that industrial modernity could and would
provide happiness for the masses. This dream has repeatedly turned into a
nightmare, leading to catastrophes of war, exploitation, dictatorship, and
technological destruction. To continue the same dream into the future, im-
pervious to the ecological dangers, would be nothing less than suicidal. But
these catastrophic effects need to be criticized in the name of the demo-
cratic, utopian hope to which the dream gave expression, not as a rejection
of it. A world organized by global capital in which industrial production
continues to expand, but this time indifferent to the well-being of the
masses and unfettered by political constraints, is not a world in which catas-
trophes will disappear. They will continue to happen, and no one will be
accountable.

My special gratitude goes to the MacArthur Foundation, which funded
several stages of the Moscow collaboration. I also wish to thank Cornell Uni-
versity, the Institute of Philosophy of the Russian Academy of Sciences,
the Guggenheim Foundation, the German Academic Exchange Service
(DAAD), the Fulbright Program, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Soros
Foundation for their generous support of various aspects of the project.
Without Cornell’s magnificent libraries, the research would not have been
possible. My thanks to its tolerant librarians, particularly Marie Powers, and
to Michael Busch, my administrative lifeline, Joan Sage, my philosophical
photographer (who first recognized Lenin’s likeness to King Kong), and, for
various aspects of production, to Laurie Coon, Lindsay Davis, Jessica Ferrell,
and Kimberley Shults. Friends whose critical reading of parts of this manu-
script helped to make it a better one include John Borneman, Teresa Bren-
nan, Valerie Bunce, Alla Efimova, Zillah Eisenstein, Matthew Evangelista, Hal
Foster, Peter Holquist, Aleksandr Ivanov, Christina Kiaer, John Christopher
Kern, Brandon Taylor, and Geoftrey Waite. Special thanks go to Matthew
Abbate and Jim McWethy of the MIT Press for their expertise in the book’s

production.
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Notes on Method Although written in fragments, this book is meant to
be read as a whole, as the argument cannot be divorced from the experi-
ence of its reading. I have relied on other books from multiple branches
of knowledge, access to which was dependent upon a traditional research
library of the most comprehensive sort. Discovery of the facts and images
entailed constant disregard of accepted disciplinary classifications. “Key-
words” were too random and “subject” files too rigid to do the work of
research against the grain. The organizing strategies of data banks were
inappropriate. The idiosyncratic intuitions of the author provided the
search engine.

The book can be read on several levels. It is a theoretical argument
that stresses the commonalities of the Cold War enemies, suggesting that
socialism failed in this century because it mimicked capitalism too faithfully. On
another level, the book is a compendium of historical data that with the end
of the Cold War are threatened with oblivion. It rescues these data within
new constellations that may be useful in thinking critically about the pres-
ent. The book is also an experiment in methods of visual culture. It at-
tempts to use images as philosophy, presenting, literally, a way of seeing the
past that challenges common conceptions as to what this century was all
about. The purpose of the book is to provide the general reader with a cog-
nitive experience that surprises present understandings, and subverts them.
It is a warning that the evaluation of the twentieth century should not be
left in the hands of its victors.

Each of the four parts experiments difterently with the relationship
between theoretical claims and historical fragments. Notes on Method in-
troduce these parts, providing a guide for the reader. Here is the general
overview:

Part I (chapter 1): The theoretical argument (laid out in section 1.1) is
opened up to historical time by hypertext links to a series of keywords that

provide partial narratives along its lines (the entries in 1.2).
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Part II (chapter 2): The theoretical argument (laid out in 2.1) protest-
ing against a certain idea of time evokes in critical response a series of time
fragments constructed out of historical images and text (2.2).

Part III (chapters 3—5): The theoretical argument is fully integrated
into the historical material in a series of constellations. Each of the constella-
tions (3.1-5.3) is constructed as a rescue mission by the present into the
past, foraging across temporal and spatial boundaries in search of data, as-
sembled around images, that have the power to alter conventional narra-
tives of the twentieth century.

Part IV (chapter 6) shifts the focus, making visible the invisible present
that surrounds the book’s writing. Constructed at the infersection between

lived time and historical time, it is the author’s version of a feminist strategy.
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A Note on Method

Section 1.1 is a theoretical argument. It was developed as a se-
ries of lectures delivered in Moscow in January 1989, when
“East” and “West” still referred to distinct political regimes. On
the basis of subsequent research, I have restructured the mater-
ial as a text with hypertext, highlighting keywords to guide the
reader to the fragmentary sites of 1.2. The entries under these
keywords assemble historical facts around nodal points of the
argument. Through them a vertical axis of reading becomes
possible that, while breaking the flow of the theoretical presen-
tation, lends it empirical support. Facts once narrated by the
Cold War discourse, but now in danger of being forgotten, are
rescued in the keyword entries as partial narratives, suggesting
possibilities for how twentieth-century history might be retold.
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TENT

CHAPTER 1

Tne PorLiticAarl FRAME

1.

1

MASS SOVEREIGNTY

AND THE

IMAGE

OF THE ENEMY

From the perspective of the end of the twentieth century, the paradox seems

irrefutable that political regimes claiming to rule in the name of the masses—

claiming, that is, to be radically democratic—construct, legitimately, a terrain

in which the exercise of power is out of control of the masses, veiled from

public scrutiny, arbitrary and absolute. Modern sovereignties harbor a blind

spot, a zone in which power is above the law and thus, at least potentially, a

T.

2

HYPERTEXT

COLD WAR ENEMIES
history, the Cold War did not begin until the enun-

According to official

ciation in 1947 of the Truman Doctrine to “con-
tain” communism. Yet the structuring logic of its
political imaginary was already in place by the end
of World War 1.7 For the Western imaginary, the
Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 was an absolute
threat from the very beginning. It challenged both
SPACE as the determinant of sovereignty, and the
SEPARATION BETWEEN THE ECONOMIC AND THE PO-
LITICAL as discursive terrains. The whole notion of
national defense became problematic. In the words
of a U.S. general at the Paris Peace Conference: “It
is true that you can prevent an army of Bolsheviks
from coming out of Russia by posting on its bor-
ders a sufficiently large military force, but you can-

not in this way prevent Bolshevism from coming

out.”™ Precisely because of this, the imaginary ef-
fects of Bolshevism within U.S. political discourse
were hallucinatory in ways that became the hall-
mark of the Cold War. As the absolute enemy
(because it did not behave as enemies should!),
Bolshevism took on the fantastic image of'a “fire,”

LIRS

a “virus,” a “flood” of barbarism, “spreading,” “rag-

ing,” “out of control,” a “monster which seeks to
devour civilized society” and destroy the “free
world.””

The Allied intervention in the Russian Civil
War that began in the winter of 1918-1919 had a
specific meaning in this discursive context. By
blockading the coastline and providing the White
Russians with military supplies, it was an oftensive
measure that inscribed Bolshevism symbolically

onto a geopolitical terrain, set oft by territorial
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terrain of terror. This wild zone of power, by its very structure impossible to
domesticate, is intrinsic to mass-democratic regimes. It makes no difference
whether the model of their legitimacy is the liberal claim of political (for-
mal) democracy based on universal, mass suffrage, or the socialist claim of
economic (substantive) democracy based on the egalitarian distribution of
social goods. Either way, as regimes of supreme, sovereign power, they are
always, already more than a democracy—and consequently a good deal less.

The wild zone is of course not the whole of modern power. Mass-
democratic, political regimes function on many levels in ways that are fully
within the law and subject to institutional and informal checks. This nor-
mal and legal authority can be called the “civil state,” because it is account-
able to civil society, and it is the institution commonly presumed by
contemporary political theorists of democracy, from Jiirgen Habermas to

John Rawls. Yet legality does not exhaust the legitimacy of such states. In-

boundaries in an attempt to contain an idea—so-
cialism—that had no respect for such boundaries.
When the Red Army launched its own offensive
campaign against Poland, it seemed to confirm
Bolshevik Russia as a belligerent nation-state, one
that was potentially aggressive in a military sense.
The territorialization of socialism as a spatial threat,
which became a fundamental premise atter World
War IT when the Cold War had its official begin-
nings, was thus already present as the ur-response of’
the capitalist nation-states to the success of the Bol-
shevik Revolution. Viewing opposition to capital-
ism as aggression by a foreign nation normalized
the enemy. It followed from this logic that if com-
munist regimes were willing to act like nations (as
was the Soviet Union during the Popular Front era
of the 1930s), then one could be at peace with
them, and even (as in World War II) act with them
in military alliance.

In the United States, the Bolshevik Revolution
produced a discourse of internal enemies as well.

Known as the Red Scare, it equated the foreign
threat of Bolshevism with all organized challenges
to the war effort, of which there were many,
whether from workers, socialists, pacifists, women,
or African-Americans. The Espionage Act of 1918
made criticizing the armed forces, national flag, or
military uniform punishable by twenty years” im-
prisonment. South European immigrants previ-
ously described as “racially unassimilatable” were
now forced to kiss the flag to prove their loyalty as
“100% American.” “Radical aliens” were turned
back at Ellis Island and denied immigration. The
Postmaster General was given the power to remove
both antiwar material and socialist papers from the
mail. In 1919, when workers’ action in the textile
and steel industries set off a chain reaction of 3,600
strikes involving four million workers (the general
strike that many heralded—or feared—as the
worldwide workers’ revolution), immigrant orga-
nizers were branded as foreign agents of Bolshe-
vism, and deported. Women’s suffrage leaders,
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deed, when the question of sovereignty is at issue, there is no such thing as
merely legal legitimacy. Modern sovereignties also possess a supralegal or
perhaps prelegal form of legitimacy, precisely the wild zone of arbitrary, vi-
olent power, and it lies at their very core.

The intimate connection between the state and violence has been rec-
ognized generally in this century within Marxist and non-Marxist theory
alike. When Max Weber defined the state as ““a human institution that (suc-
cessfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a
given territory,”' he was in agreement with Bolshevik theory, and he knew
it. Citing Trotsky’s statement that “every state is founded on force,” Weber
comments: “That is indeed correct. Without the use of violence there
would be no state.”” Marx describes how bourgeois ideology gained legit-
imacy in the modern state by presenting its class-specific interests as the

general interest.” Weber observes simply that gradually, through institution-

protesting against a war to protect ‘“‘democracy”
which all women were denied at home, were im-
prisoned as political subversives. When the 200,000
African-Americans who had served in the war re-
turned home to continued segregation, and racial
demonstrations in many cities turned violent, this
“negro subversion” was attributed to Bolshevik
propaganda among the demonstrators.” The U.S.
Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer, ordered
agents to infiltrate the ranks of the Left, authorizing
a series of raids in which “police burst into homes
and meeting places all over the country, loading
‘suspicious’ aliens onto trucks or marching them
handcuffed through the streets. . . .
thousand aliens were deported.”" Palmer’s language
had all the attributes of Cold War hysteria: “Like a
prairie fire, the blaze of revolution is sweeping over

Over three

every institution of law and order . . . eating its way
into the homes of the American workmen . . . lick-

2942

ing the altars of the churches. . . ”* Political radi-

cals were lumped together with prostitutes and

lunatics as a potential threat, and were vulnerable to
the new deportation laws. In short, to criticize in the
name of democracy the existing economic and politi-
cal structures of the United States was equated with
being “un-American” in the sense of both an alien
presence and a moral threat.

The record in the Soviet Union is hardly more
heartening, and the domestic body count was in-
comparably higher. The overt violence of the
Civil War (1918-1921) claimed over a million lives.
Arguably, this was a defensive war, waged against
the “normal,” class enemy of White Russians aided
by capitalist nations, and for that reason, as Fitz-
patrick notes, the Civil War “did not frighten the
Bolsheviks and to some degree attracted them since
they sensed that only violent confrontation with
the class enemy would guarantee a true revolution-
ary victory.”* Nevertheless, the destruction was ex-
treme, resulting in famine, industrial chaos, shat-
tered cities, and dislocated populations.® (It should
be noted that there is nothing about “normal” ene-
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alization, the state’s monopoly of violence came to be accepted. Lenin
refers to Marx’s description of the “democratic swindle” whereby the
bourgeoisie hoodwinks the people into believing that the state is repre-
senting them.” Yet the question remains: How does the state legitimate the
use of violence? As for Marx’s concept of the secret exercise of power (i.e.,
the class interests that manipulate power behind the scenes), this power can-
not be the basis of legitimacy. Indeed, to expose its existence is Marx’s tac-
tic for delegitimating the bourgeois state.

The answer might at first appear obvious. It is the premise of liberal-
democratic philosophy that the monopoly of violence by popular sover-
eignty is legitimate because, mediated by law, popular will and popular
sovereignty are one and the same. But this theoretical grounding, seemingly
the most secure, is inherently precarious. The criterion of law that separates

the “good” state (embodying popular sovereignty) from the “bad” state

mies that makes physical violence against them any
less probable. On the contrary, because it is a legit-
imate, indeed heroic act, you kill normal enemies
cheerfully. Against absolute enemies, whose physi-
cal disappearance would imperil one’s own identity,
the most violent attacks may be symbolic. The
name “Cold War” refers precisely to the fact that by
outlawing the enemy’s interpretation of the world,
the silencing violence was cultural even more than
it was physical.)

Truly dangerous to the legitimacy of Bolshevik
Party sovereignty in the early years was resistance
within the working class and revolutionary move-
ments themselves.” Examples of such resistance
were multiple, and the party did not hesitate to put
them down by force—thereby exposing the non-
identity between party sovereignty and popular-
democratic rule. This was the case when in the early
years the Workers” Opposition movement threat-
ened to strike against the regime for better condi-
tions, higher pay, and more workers’ control.” It was

the case when in 1919 Lenin withdrew his support
from Nestor Makhno’s partisans fighting for
Ukrainian independence, denouncing this popular,
grass roots guerrilla resistance movement as “petty
bourgeois counterrevolution.”* It was clear in the
suppression of a series of uprisings by peasants who,
protesting against the compulsory grain requisi-
tions of 1920—1921, adopted as their revolutionary
slogan “Soviets without Bolsheviks””* And it was
perhaps most shockingly the case when, in March
1921, the revolutionary workers and soldiers of the
island commune of Kronstadt, which had champi-
oned the Bolshevik cause in the October Rev-
olution, rose up against the Communist Party
and declared their own radical socialist, “soviet”
democracy. The Kronstadt communards were de-
nounced as perpetrators of a “White-Guardist
plot” and were brutally suppressed under Trotsky’s
order to “shoot them down like pheasants.”
During this time the discourse of class enemies
expressly excluded the workers of Europe and the
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(which escapes the people’s control) implies a circular logic, because the
state as law defender is itself the constitutor of the law. As Walter Benjamin
argued in the early 1920s, when the police are brought in to put down pop-
ular demonstrations such as workers’ strikes or antiwar mobilizations, their
purpose is to protect, not law, but the monopoly of the right to establish law.
By the exercise of violence over those who challenge the existing law, the
latter, writes Benjamin, “reaffirms itself. But in this very violence something
rotten [Morsches] in the law is revealed,” not its justice but its monopoly of
the (violent, physical) power to determine, in the last analysis, what justice is.°

To summarize: The class nature of the state may explain its violence,
but not its legitimacy; the democratic nature of the state may explain its le-
gitimacy but not its violence. If one rejects the Marxist critique and at-
tempts to redeem the violent state through liberal-democratic theory,

appealing to the legality of popular sovereignty, one faces the problem that,

United States.” As for Western stafes, as agents of
the bourgeois class they were the normal enemy.
The more they fought the Bolshevik regime, the
more legitimacy the latter could claim. More prob-
lematic to Bolshevik foreign policy were threats to
its monopoly of the claim to be the agent of revo-
lutionary progress.” With the establishment of the
Comintern in 1919, Communist parties through-
out the world were to take their orders from
Moscow—or risk falling into the category of ab-
solute enemy. This centralization of power was
proclaimed as indispensable for the international
proletarian cause.”

Both within the Soviet Union and without,
“normal” enemies could be tolerated according to
the “ebb and flow” of the revolution’s historical
course.” The New Economic Policy (NEP), initi-
ated in March 1921, allowed nonproletarian ele-
ments—certain bourgeois elements, intellectuals,
and officials—to coexist within revolutionary soci-
ety. The period of NEP continued to be described

by the party as a time of class struggle, but in a
peaceful mode. Because peasants were a historically
superseded class, it was possible to make an alliance
(smychka) with them. Because history was on the
side of socialism, competition between public and
private sectors of the Soviet economy could be tol-
erated. By the mid-1920s, Bukharin spoke of the
economic transformation as occurring bloodlessly,
“without the clanging of metal weapons”; the So-
viet Union would “outgrow the market”; the time
of the Terror was over; class struggle was “dying

”»

out,” replaced by competition between “semi-

friends” and “semi-enemies.””

In the late 1920s, however, the slow tempo of
history became intolerable. Declaring TIME itself
the enemy, Stalin announced that as Soviet society
progressed toward communism there would be “an
inevitable intensification of class struggle.””” The
policy of alliance with the peasantry was replaced
by “dekulakization,” the ruthless destruction of
those peasants who had benefited materially from
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in the case of the use of violence by popular sovereignty against a mass
demonstration of popular will, it becomes questionable whether the law
that the sovereign is upholding is itself legitimate.” When democratic sov-
ereignty confronts the people with all the violence that it monopolizes as the
legitimate embodiment of the people, it is in fact attesting to its nonidentity
with the people. Thus the attempt to resolve the contradiction between
popular sovereignty and state violence by recourse to the conception of the
law becomes caught in a vicious circle. And the effect of this circularity is
to undermine the very possibility of the legal/illegal distinction.*

It may be necessary to take a difterent tack. If we concentrate on the
origins of the state in a philosophical sense, then all of these elements,
democracy, legitimacy, and the “wild zone” of absolute power, come to-
gether in a coherent configuration. This configuration creates an emblem

under the sign of War—mnot the hidden war that the state covers up (I am

the policies of NEP.” In a return to the discourse of
the Civil War, force was justified in class terms:
“The kulaks will not leave the historical stage with-
out a struggle.” Again, internal war was framed
within the context of a threat from without. The
war scare that began in 1927 made constant allu-
sions to “encirclement” of the Soviet Union by im-
perialist powers. Internal class enemies charged as
economic “wreckers” were accused of conspiring
with imperialist powers as “spies.”” Even the peas-
ants were seen as part of an international conspir-
acy.” Stalin proclaimed in 1927: “We have internal
enemies. We have external enemies. This, com-
rades, must not be forgotten for a single moment.”"

The intensity of this war scare—the “almost
hysterical alarm about immanent military attack by
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the capitalist powers””—was at the time unjusti-
fied.” But total threat, domestic and foreign, legit-
imated total, extralegal power. Reviving the
imaginary of class war was a means of consolidating

Stalin’s own power.” By interpreting the struggle to

modernize as itself a war zone, Stalin placed the
whole society under siege.” The discourse of forced
industrialization bristled with military terms:
“shock brigades” of workers waged “battles of pro-
duction”; goals and problems became “fortresses” to
be “stormed”’; collectivization was described as the
“storming of the countryside”; Communists were

“fighters,” “mobilized” on the “grain front,” the

“planning front,” the “literary front,” and even the
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“philosophy front.”* In the words of one partici-
pant: “In the thirties we felt as if we were at war, at
war with the entire world, and we believed that in
war you should act like there’s a war on.””
Paradoxically, in the mid-1930s when terror
against the enemy within reached its height, Soviet
foreign policy sought an accommodation with the
capitalist nation-state order, first, during the period
of the Popular Front, as championing the cause
against fascism, but then, suddenly, in alliance with
fascism by the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact of

1939. This alliance was justified within Soviet dis-
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referring to Marx’s argument), but the war that the state defines explicitly
as its purpose, indeed as the very essence of its being. For it is the real pos-
sibility of war and the threat of a common enemy that constitute the state
not merely as a legal entity but as a sovereign entity, the legitimate embod-
iment of the collective with the power to wage war in its name. As sover-
eign of the collective, it has sovereignty over the collective, with the right
to order to their death the very citizens in whose name it rules.

The wild zone is thus a war zone. The rightful power of the democ-
ratic sovereignty to wage war is the source of its legitimate claim to the mo-
nopoly of violence, and to the exercise of terror. This much Carl Schmitt
saw clearly. Throughout his life, during the Weimar Republic, during the
Third Reich when he was briefly a member of the Nazi Party, and during
the Cold War in a divided Germany, this professor of international law,

whose writings experienced a renaissance in Europe in the 1980s, argued

course by describing Nazi Germany as a normal
class enemy—just one among the capitalist nations
that were destined historically to destroy each
other. But when Hitler broke the pact and invaded
the Soviet Union in 1941, World War II became
the “great patriotic war,” fought not by a class but
by the “Soviet people” (led in heroism specifically
by the Russians). Never was the Soviet Union
more integrated into the Western discourse of na-
tion-states than as a wartime ally against Hitler’s
military aggression.

The “people’s democracies” that were con-
structed in Eastern Europe after Germany’s defeat
were described as nation-states, allied through a se-
ries of treaties with the Soviet Union rather than
incorporated into its federation. This marked a
transformation in the conceptual terrain.” In the
late 1940s, class war was articulated as a war about
territory and its defense, an international struggle
between the Eastern bloc and the nations of the
‘West that were separated by a physical boundary to

prevent “contagion” or “spillover” into the social-
ist camp.” Soviet discourse became state-centered
and defensive, aiming, at least in eastern Europe, at
preserving the status quo against “capitalist resto-
ration.”” It was also anticosmopolitan and anti-
Semitic, privileging the Russian people as superior
due to their special contribution to Soviet history.”
But in other, key ways, the discourse had not
changed. Soviet interventions into Hungary (1956)
and Czechoslovakia (1968) were justified within
the same logic of international class solidarity that
had existed during the Russo-Polish War of 1920,
defended as the necessary fulfillment of the Soviet
Union’s historic duty to protect socialist gains in
these countries. Fascism was interpreted as a capi-
talist phenomenon in a way that exonerated East
German Communists from guilt (while in the West,
socialists and fascists were lumped together within
anew discourse of “totalitarianism”).” Now, as ear-
lier, sovereign independence meant independence

from capitalism, and Soviet military intervention
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that the act of identifying the enemy is the act of sovereignty, indeed the po-
litical act par excellence. But I want to go a step further than Schmitt, which
is also a step away from him, one that turns his justification of national sov-
ereignty into its radical critique. To define the enemy 1s, simultaneously, to
define the collective. Indeed: defining the enemy is the act that brings the collec-
tive into being. Now, when sovereignty claims to be democratic, the collec-
tive itself is alleged to act. The interests of the people are said to be
immediately, transparently reflected in the sovereign agent, who therefore
has absolute power. But the logical trick in this argument is that the collec-
tive of the “people” that supposedly constitutes the democratic sovereignty
does not exist until that sovereignty is constituted. There is no collective un-
til the “democratic” sovereign—precisely in the act of naming the common
enemy—calls that collective into being. Subsequently, any popular chal-

lenges to the sovereign’s legitimacy can be defined as enemy acts. It follows

was justified in terms of the special (monopoly) sta-
tus of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union as
guardian of the future for the proletarian class.”

It should be noted that the discourse of enemies
characteristic of the Cold War was not limited to
the political realm. Striking on both sides is the de-
gree to which these imaginaries were fostered in
the popular imagination through mass culture. Sci-
ence fiction was a favored form of demonization of
the enemy. In the 1920s, the contrast of “commu-
nist heaven” and “capitalist hell” was a generic
theme in Soviet science fiction, projecting onto the
“other” all of the negative aspects of industrial so-
ciety.”* After World War II, a whole series of U.S.
catastrophe movies concerning “alien invaders”
connected fear of Communism with these science
fiction fantasies. As late as the 1980s, when an ex-
movie star, U.S. President Ronald Reagan, spoke
of the “evil empire” of Red Communists that ruled
the Soviet Union, he drew on images deeply in-

grained in the collective unconscious.”

FRENCH REVOLUTION The French Revo-
lution was “a society in search of a new collective
identity” based on the democratic principle “that
people are power, or that power is the people,” im-
plying a transparency, or identity, between the
government and the governed.” But what constel-
lation of power could claim to be this impossible

transparency?”’

The struggle for power throughout
the revolutionary period, from 1789 through 1795,
was a “‘competition of discourses for the appropria-
tion of legitimacy,”” as each group tried to demon-
strate that it represented the general will by defining
the political discourse in a way that allowed it to
seize the site of power from which the legitimation
of sovereignty emanated.” The historical effect of
this process was the construction of a new machin-
ery of power which, in the name of democracy,
reestablished the absolutism that it meant to destroy.

This is the argument made by the conservative
historian Francois Furet, whose influential study
was written on the occasion of the French Revolu-

See page 31
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that the sovereign’s legitimate claim to the monopoly of violence cannot be
granted by the people, that this power is not and can never be democratic.
The claim to the monopoly of violence is itself the act of legitimation upon
which the existence of the people depends, not vice versa. Hence the para-
dox: Democratic sovereignty is able to claim as legitimate the nondemo-
cratic exercise of violent power. We can put the matter more strongly. Given
the logical trick in the construction of popular sovereignty, the exercise of
violence, including terror, against the “enemy” (which, defined by the sov-
ereign agency, may be within as well as without) paradoxically becomes the
only proof of this agency’s democratic legitimacy, that is, of its claim to be
the people, for only “the people” would have the right to use violence in
the democratic state. The real consequence of this trick in logic is that ac-

tual people find themselves confronting a wild zone of sovereign power

tion’s bicentennial, at the close of the Cold War era.
His rhetorical strategy was to agree with Marx’s
criticism of the French Revolution as “the political
illusion of democracy.” But whereas Marx, writing
at a time when revolutionary movements were still
on the rise, meant that political revolution is merely
the dream form of democracy so long as social and
economic inequalities remain unchanged, Furet’s
purpose was to criticize the whole tradition of rad-
ical democratic politics. The belief that the “gen-
eral will” can substitute for the traditions of civil
society, or that through an act of revolutionary will
the “people” can achieve a mythical identity with
power, is, in his words, “the matrix of totalitarian-
ism.”

As with the work of Carl Schmitt, Furet’s cri-
tique of the democratic nation-state can be refunc-
tioned against his conservative, antidemocratic
intent. Crucial to our interests is his understanding
of the seizure of the site of power within the imag-
inary discourse as being one with the construction
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of the enemy, the counterrevolutionary “other”
that in turn defines the “people.” This was true in
the carly stages of the Revolution, when the Abbé
Sieyes excluded the whole order of the nobility
from the “people” by arguing that “precisely what
the citizens had in common” was “the will to found
a nation in opposition to the nobility”*' It was true
in the advanced stages of the Great Terror, when
the imagined “aristocratic plot” became the em-
bodiment of the “anti-principle of Revolution.”*
And it was true during the revolutionary wars,
when the aristocracy was accused of treason against
the revolutionary “patriots” in collusion with for-
eign powers.” In all of these forms, the agents of the
aristocratic plot were abstract, vague, and hidden,
but, because “crushing the plot became a laudable

7% synonymous with saving the

and purifying act
Revolution, it became the act of sovereign legiti-
mation—to the point that “the Revolution had no
objective limits, only enemies.”” This logic is the

ur-form of the wild zone of democratic sover-
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over which they have no sovereignty, but which, as the legitimate defender

of “the people,” has a claim over their very lives.
u

I would like at this point to introduce the concept of the “political imagi-
nary” (politicheskoe voobrazhaemoe) as it has been formulated by the Russian
philosopher Valerii Podoroga and explicated in the work of his colleague
Elena Petrovskaia.” Similar terms abound in contemporary discourse. La-
clau and Moulffe write about the “Jacobin imaginary””" Castoriades speaks
of the “social imaginary””"" And, of course, the stage of the “imaginary” is a
fundamental category of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory. But in the Rus-
sian language, the concept takes on a representational concreteness lacking
in contemporary Western discussions, where, at least among political the-

orists, it has come to mean little more than the logic of a discourse, or world

eignty, the terrain of absolute power, the license for
terror. The French National Convention met in
September 1792 to draw up a constitution, which
was accepted by popular vote in 1793. But it was
suspended by the Conventional Assembly that very
year in order to combat the two forms of the aris-
tocratic plot, the internal threat of civil war and the

external threat of foreign war.*

For two years, both
these forms existed simultaneously. But although
the enemy principle (aristocratic privilege) was the
same, the conception of the collective that was be-
ing threatened diftered in significant ways, as did
the form of defense: terror and war.

The revolutionary Terror was launched against
the internal “enemy of the people,” defined in the
Rousseauean sense as the opponent of the general
will. The executive agency of the Terror, the Jacobin
Committee of Public Safety, declared: “Whereas
the French people has manifested its will, everyone
who is opposed to it is outside the sovereignty;
everyone outside the sovereignty is an enemy. . . .
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Between the people and its enemies, there is noth-
ing in common but the sword.”” Sovereign legiti-
macy totally superseded constitutional legality in
the Reign of Terror. “Under the fiction of the
‘people’ Jacobinism substituted itself simultane-
ously for civil society, and for the state.”™ Moreover,
the fact that the leaders themselves fell victim to the
rage of the guillotine seemed to provide proof that
it was not holding power that legitimated sover-
eignty, but the sovereign people who legitimated
holding power.

Robespierre, idol of the Jacobins, embodied the
logic of revolutionary sovereignty.” His relation to
the Terror was to produce the sovereign unity that
“democracy” demanded: “He was the people to the
sections, he was the people to the Jacobin Club, he
was the people to the national representative body;
it was continually necessary to establish, control and
restore the perfect fit between the people and the
various assemblies that claimed to speak in its name
(above all the Convention), for without that perfect
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view. Obraz signifies “form” or “shape” as a graphic representation, and is
used to mean “icon.” Politicheskoe voobrazhaemoe is thus a topographical
concept in the strict sense, not a political logic but a political landscape, a con-
crete, visual field in which political actors are positioned. In terms of our
present discussion, it can be said that the three icons of the political imagi-
nary are brought into this field at the same moment: the common enemy,
the political collective, and the sovereign agency that wages war in its name.

What is at stake in war is the life or death of the collective itself. This
must be understood in the double sense described by Podoroga, who distin-
guishes the “enemy” both as a term within the political imaginary and, on a
metalevel, as a threat fo the political imaginary. The first could be termed the
normal enemy, which has already been positioned in the imaginary terrain.
In contrast, the absolute enemy threatens the coherence of the imaginary

system as a whole. So long as the enemy really acts like the enemy, it poses

fit there could be no legitimate power, and the first
duty of power was to maintain it: that was the func-
tion of the Terror.”” The identity between Robes-
pierre and the people, based on the “fiction of
pure democracy,” was, Furet writes, a “surrealist
entity,” the reverse side of which was the existence
of an “inner circle” of power, “an organisation that
prefabricated consensus and had exclusive control
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over it.”” Thus, in creating a “new god out of the
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fictive community of the people,”” direct democ-
racy produced a new, all-powerful state machine.
It was Marx who called the Thermidorian reac-
tion that put a halt to this machinery of Terror the
“revenge of civil society””” Robespierre was con-
victed of conspiracy against the Revolution, and
himself guillotined. But, as Furet reminds us, with
the end of the Terror, the problem of sovereign
power again became acute. Those who had “top-
pled Robespierre in the name of liberty” had them-
selves been part of the Terror, “and often personally
conducted brutal purges.”” In order to keep them-
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selves in power, they had to create a counterdis-
course whereby Terror, far from the culmination of
democratic Revolution, was seen (in the words of
one participant) as “an unfortunate deviation from
it””” In order to disassociate themselves from the
Terror, argues Furet, they “had to assign . . . the en-
tire responsibility for it to Robespierre and his in-
ner circle. Having once been the Revolution itself,
the Terror now became the result of a plot, or the
expedient of one man’s tyranny””” The intended
analogy to Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization of Soviet
discourse is clear.

The end of the Terror meant that revolutionary
ideology no longer filled the entire terrain of gov-
ernmental power. But the Thermidorians reconsti-
tuted that power by replacing absolute Terror with
absolute war, inaugurating the other wild zone of
modern sovereign power, the logic of which cov-
ered up a fundamental contradiction in French rev-
olutionary discourse. The Declaration of the Rights
of Man that provided the preamble to the constitu-
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no threat on this second level. Paradoxically, the threat on the metalevel is
that the enemy might disappear. But a threat to what or to whom? Clearly
to the legitimacy of the sovereign agent. More than that, however. The dis-
appearance of the enemy threatens to dissolve the collective itself.

So far, the logic of the argument can be applied to both capitalist and
socialist models of mass sovereignty, but as soon as the phenomenon is ex-
amined substantively, this unity dissipates. The criterion by which these
models make the split between enemy and friend breaks the common prob-
lem of power into incompatible topologies, noncontiguous political ter-
rains. One is based on a political imaginary of irreconcilably antagonistic,
warring classes; the other is based on a political imaginary of mutually ex-
clusive, potentially hostile nation-states. Philosophical descriptions provide
the rationale for both models, comprising the political imaginary in the

weaker sense of an ideological discourse or world view. (Ever since the con-

tion of 1792 was contradicted by the male, prop-
erty-holding provisions of the constitution itself, a
fact on which Furet does not dwell, but of which
those who drew up the constitution were well
aware.” Within the discourse of war against a for-
eign enemy, however, the image of the collective
was free of such embarrassing anomalies. The
“French nation” implied a different test of revolu-
tionary loyalty, not to the principle of social equal-
ity, but to the principle of equality on the battlefield
in the face of death. August 23, 1793, was the first
levée en masse, the first national mobilization of a
state for war. Defense of la patrie became the very
embodiment of the revolution, as the revolutionary
agencies of the Terror were transformed into the
wartime executors of the nation-state. With the
end of the Terror in 1795, the war against the con-
servative sovereigns of Europe became “the focus
of unity and of an ever-escalating revolutionary
rhetoric.””” It was based on the ideological model of
democratic nationalism that covered up the dif-
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ferences between peasant, professional, bourgeois,
and sans-culotte—Frenchmen all, engaged in a de-
fensive war that became an aggressive war, glorified
as an ideological crusade by the “grande nation,
henceforth entrusted with a mission of universal
liberation.””

“Na-

poleon [wrote Marx]| was the last stand of revolu-

Furet cites Marx’s “brilliant analysis”:

tionary terror against bourgeois society. . . . Napoleon
still regarded the State as its own end. . . . He carried
the Terror to its conclusion by replacing the permanent rev-
olution with permanent war””'" The absolute war of
the nation’s democratic crusade “could only end in
total victory or total defeat.”"”" Under Napoleon,
war became “the last refuge of revolutionary legit-
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imacy.”'” The first modern emperor, Napoleon had
no divine right to rule. His only legitimacy de-
pended on keeping the war going. (He fought
eighty battles.) His fall brought the restoration of
monarchy. Furet writes: “In making the extraordi-

narily early synthesis between the messianic call of
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ception of divine right lost legitimacy as the basis of sovereignty, these de-
scriptions have been of great practical significance; the rationale of modern
sovereignty owes much to the inventive fantasy of philosophers.) In the
nation-state model, the discourse of war has been relentlessly dominated by
the imagery of the seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes, who
argued that the original human state, the “state of nature,” is a terrain of con-
tinuous war of all against all. He thereby placed war at the heart of the prob-
lem of sovereignty, and it is no surprise to find that his influence on Carl
Schmitt was direct and considerable. In the Hobbesian state of nature, noth-
ing is safe, not life, not l