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• Preface 

Like many of my generation, I could have 
wished that my life had been a more simple affair. 
But the time and place of his birth are matters in 
which a man has nothing to say. The part of Europe 
to which I belong has not, in our time, met with good 
fortune. Not many inhabitants of the Baltic States, 
of Poland or Czechoslovakia, of Hungary or Ru
mania, could summarize in a few words the story of 
their existence. Their lives have been complicated by 
the course of historic events. 

It was in my country that the Second World 
War began. At that time, I was living in Warsaw. I 
had been through the rather strict education of a 
Catholic school, had read law in one of the Polish 
universities, and had continued my studies in Paris. 
Literature was the real interest of my life. I had pub
lished two volumes of avant-garde verse, and some 
translations from French poetry. 

I lived through five years of Nazi occupation. 
Today, looking back, I do not regret those years in 
Warsaw, which was, I believe, the most agonizing spot 
in the whole of terrorized Europe. Had I then chosen 
emigration, my life would certainly have fol lowed a 
very different course. But my knowledge of the 
crimes which Europe has witnessed in the twentieth 
century would be less direct, less concrete than it is. 

One afternoon in January 1945 I was standing in 
the doorway of a peasant's cottage ; a few small-cali
ber shells had just landed in the village street. Then, 
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in the low ground between the snow-covered hills, I 
saw a file of men slowly advancing. It was the first 
detachment of the Red Army. It was led by a young 
woman, felt-booted and carrying a submachine gun. 
Like all my compatriots, I was thus liberated from 
the domination of Berlin-in other words, brought 
under the domination of Moscow. 

Hitherto, I had had no strong political affinities, 
and was only too ready to shut myself off from the 
realities of life. But reality would never let me re
main aloof for long. The state of things in Poland 
inclined me toward left-wing ideas. My point of 
view can be defined negatively rather than posi
tively: I disliked the right-wing groups, whose plat
form consisted chiefly of anti-Semitism. During the 
Nazi occupation I, like my colleagues, wrote for the 
clandestine publications, which were especially nu
merous in Poland. My experiences in those years led 
me to the conclusion that, after the defeat of Hitler, 
only men true to a socialist program would be ca
pable of abolishing the injustices of the past, and 
rebuilding the economy of the countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe. My feelings for Russia were 
none too friendly. Pole and Russian have never loved 
one another, so I was no exception to the general 
rule. The exceptions were those-and some of my 
friends were among them-who before or during the 
war had become disciples of Stalin. 

Such, then, was my state of mind as I watched 
the Russian girl with her submachine gun advance 
in my direction. To her, I was one of the millions of 
Europeans who had to be "liberated and educated." 
Perhaps I was even a member of the bourgeoisie . . . 
but that could not have seemed likely, since the 
shabby worker's overall which I was wearing was all 
I possessed in the world. 

A few years later, a cultural attache at the em
bassy of the Warsaw government in Washington, 
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D.C., was busy orgamzmg concerts and exhibitions 
of Polish art; it was said he was not a communist. 
From 1945 to 1951, I was first a free-lance writer in 
Poland, and then cultural attache, first in Washington 
and later in Paris. In the end I broke with the War
saw government. 

"But how," a reader may ask, "could you become 
a diplomatic official of that government, if you were 
not a member of the Party? " The answer lies, first, in 
the fact that in each of the people's democracies the 
political change developed by degrees (Jan Masaryk 
in Czechoslovakia could be, not a mere attache, but 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs) ; and secondly, in the 
fact that writers in the people's democracies belong 
to the new privileged caste. It was thought that the 
appointment of a writer to a diplomatic post would 
produce a good impression abroad. "Yes," my reader 
may continue, "I can see that. But you-why did you 
agree to serve? For money? " No. I am no saint, but 
those who know me are aware that my needs are 
modest, and that I have no extravagant tastes except 
a love for books. I agreed to serve, not for material 
reasons, but through conviction. 

We enter here upon the problems which form 
the subj ect of this book. The world of today is torn 
asunder by a great dispute ; and not only a dispute, 
but a ruthless battle for world domination. Many peo
ple still refuse to believe that there are only two sides, 
that the only choice lies between absolute conform
ity to the one system or absolute conformity to the 
other. Call such people impractical, if you will ; but 
it would be wrong to treat their hopes as matter for 
contempt. Those who thought that they might suc
ceed, while remaining within the Eastern bloc, in 
keeping clear of total orthodoxy and maintaining 
some degree of freedom of thought, have been de
feated. The peasants' leaders were defeated, Masaryk 
was defeated, the socialists who tried to collaborate 
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were defeated, Rajk was defeated in Hungary, 
Gomulka in Poland. 

My mother tongue, work in my mother tongue, 
is for me the most important thing in life. And my 
country, where what I wrote could be printed and 
could reach the public, lay within the Eastern Em
pire. My aim and purpose was to keep alive freedom 
of thought in my own special field ; I sought in full 
knowledge and conscience to subordinate my con
duct to the fulfillment of that aim. I served abroad 
because I was thus relieved from direct pressure and, 
in the material which I sent to my publishers, could 
be bolder than my colleagues at home. I did not 
want to become an emigre and so give up all chance 
of taking a hand in what was going on in my own 
country. The time was to come when I should be 
forced to admit myself defeated. 

To understand the course pf events in Eastern 
and Central Europe during the first post-war years, 
it must be realized that pre-war social conditions 
called for extensive reforms. It must further be un
derstood that the Nazi rule had occasioned a pro
found disintegration of the existing order of things. 
In these circumstances, the only hope was to set up a 
social order which would be new, but would not be 
a copy of the Russian regime. So what was planned in 
Moscow as a stage on the road to servitude, was will
ingly accepted in the countries concerned as though 
it were true progress. Men will clutch at illusions 
when they have nothing else to hold to. 

The Method, the Diamat-that is, dialectical 
materialism as interpreted by Lenin and Stalin
possesses a strong magnetic influence on the men of 
the present day. In the people's democracies, the 
communists speak of the "New Faith," and compare 
its growth to that of Christianity in the Roman Em
pire. There has been instituted in France a group of  
worker-priests, who do regular work in  the factories 
and bring the Gospel to the laboring masses while 
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sharing fully in their living conditions. A large pro
portion of these men have abandoned Catholicism 
and been converted to Communism. This example il
lustrates the intensity of the ideological struggle 
which is going on today. And let it be remembered 
that in the people's democracies indoctrination is en
forced by the whole power of the State. 

For several years I carried on a debate with 
those of my friends who were yielding, little by little, 
to the magic influence of the New Faith. The debate 
went on in my own mind also-more than a debate 
indeed, since that word gives no sense of the 
emotional stress which I experienced. As the nerve
centers of the country were mastered, one after the 
other, by the adherents of Moscow, I was forced to 
abandon my philosophic beliefs one after another, if 
I was to keep from throwing myself into the abyss. 
The abyss for me was exile, the worst of all misfor
tunes, for it meant sterility and inaction. 

In the end, I found myself driven to the point 
where a final choice had to be made. This was when 
"socialist realism" was introduced into Poland. This 
is not, as some think, merely an aesthetic theory to 
which the writer, the musician, the painter or the 
theatrical producer is obliged to adhere. On the con
trary, it involves by implication the whole Leninist
Stalinist doctrine. If writers and painters are not 
forced to become members of the Party, that is be
cause such a step is unnecessary. So long as they act 
in accordance with "socialist realism," they are auto
matically and inescapably enrolled among the fol
lowers of Stalin. "Socialist realism" is much more 
than a matter of taste, of preference for one style of 
painting or music rather than another. It is con
cerned with the beliefs which lie at the foundation 
of human existence. In the field of literature it for
bids what has in every age been the writer's essential 
task-to look at the world from his own independent 
viewpoint, to tell the truth as he sees it, and so to 
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keep watch and ward in the interest of society as a 
whole. It preaches a proper attitude of doubt in re
gard to a merely formal system of ethics but itself 
makes all judgment of values dependent upon the 
interest of the dictatorship. Human sufferings are 
drowned in the trumpet-blare : the orchestra in the 
concentration camp; and I, as a poet, had my place 
already marked out for me among the first violins. 

Look, then, dispassionately at my problem. At 
home in Poland, my friends, my relatives, theaters 
where my translations of Shakespeare were being 
produced, publishers ready to print what I wrote. 
Above all, my own country and my own language 
-what is a poet who has no longer a language of his 
own? All these things were mine, if I would pay the 
price : obedience. 

· The actual moment of my decision to break with 
the Eastern bloc could be understood, from the psy
chological point of view, in more ways than one. 
From outside, it is easy to think of such a decision 
as an elementary consequence of one's hatred of tyr
anny. But in fact, it may spring from a number of 
motives, not all of them equally high-minded. My 
own decision proceeded, not from the functioning of 
the reasoning mind, but from a revolt of the stomach. 
A man may persuade himself, by the most logical rea
soning, that he will greatly benefit his health by swal
lowing live frogs ; and, thus rationally convinced, he 
may swallow a first frog, then the second ; but at the 
third his stomach will revolt. In the same way, the 
growing influence of the doctrine on my way of 
thinking came up against the resistance of my whole 
nature. 

The decision to refuse all complicity with the 
tyranny of the East-is this enough to satisfy one's 
conscience? I do not think so. I have won my free
dom; but let me not forget that I stand in daily risk 
of losing it once more. For in the West also one ex
periences the pressure to conform-to conform, 
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that is, with a system which is the opposite of the one 
I have escaped from. The difference is that in the 
West one may resist such pressure without being 
held guilty of a mortal sin. 

My book takes the reader into the world 
inhabited by the intellectuals of Warsaw, Prague, 
Bucharest, and Budapest. It is a world familiar to me, 
but it may well seem to him foreign and even exotic. 
I try to explain how the human mind functions in 
the people's democracies. If I have been able to write 
this book, it is because the system invented by Mos
cow has seemed, and still seems to me infinitely 
strange. Any civilization, if one looks at it with an 
assumption of na"ive simplicity (as Swift looked at 
the England of his day) , will present a number of 
bizarre features which men accept as perfectly nat
ural because they are familiar. But nowhere is this 
so marked as in the new civilization of the East, 
which molds the lives of eight hundred millions of 
human beings. We are, I think, only beginning to 
understand it, and in years to come thousands of 
books will be devoted to the study of this stupefying 
and loathsome phenomenon. 

This book is at the same time a battlefield, in 
which I have given shape to my combats with the 
doctrine I have rej ected. This, then, explains my 
method of writing; I give the enemy his arms, I fol
low his arguments, at times I even copy his way of 
reasoning. In other words, I seek to create afresh the 
stages by which the mind gives way to compulsion 
from without, and to trace the road along which men 
in people's democracies are led on to orthodoxy. 
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When someone is honestly 55% 
right, that's very good and there's 

no use wrangling. And if someone 

is 6o% right, it's wonderful, it's 

great luck, and let him thank God. 

But wbat's to be said about 75% 
right? Wise people say this is sus

picious. Well, and what about 

wo% rigbt? Wboever says he's 

roo% right is a fanatic, a thug, and 

the worst kind of rascal. 

AN OLD .JEW OF GALICIA 



• Chapter One The Pil l  of Murti-Bing 

It was only toward the middle of the twentieth 
century that the inhabitants of many European 
countries came, in general unpleasantly, to the real
ization that their fate could be influenced directly by 
intricate and abstruse books of philosophy. Their 
bread, their work, their private lives began to depend 
on this or that decision in disputes on principles to 
which, until then, they had never paid any attention. 
In their eyes, the philosopher had always been a sort 
of dreamer whose divagations had no effect on real
ity. The average human being, even if he had once 
been exposed to it, wrote philosophy off as utterly 
impractical and useless. Therefore the great intellec
tual work of the Marxists could easily pass as j ust one 
more variation on a sterile pastime. Only a few in
dividuals understood the causes and probable conse
quences of this general indifference. 

A curious book appeared in Warsaw in 1 9 3 2. It 
was a novel, in two volumes, entitled Insatiability. 
Its author was Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz, a painter, 
writer, and philosopher, who had constructed a phil
osophical system akin to the monadology of Leibnitz. 
As in his earlier novel, Farewell to Autumn, his lan
guage was difficult, full of neologisms. Brutal de
scriptions of erotic scenes alternated with whole 
pages of discussions on Husser!, Carnap, and other 
contemporary philosophers. Besides, one could not 
always tell whether the author was serious or j oking; 
and the subj ect matter seemed to be pure fantasy. 
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The action of the book took place in Europe, 
more precisely in Poland, at some time in the near 
future or even in the present, that is, in the thirties, 
forties, or fifties. The social group it portrayed was 
that of musicians, painters, philosophers, aristocrats, 
and higher-ranking military officers. The whole book 
was nothing but a study of decay: mad, dissonant 
music; erotic perversion; widespread use of narcotics ; 
dispossessed thinking; false conversions to Cathol
icism; and complex psychopathic personalities. This 
decadence reigned at a time when Western civiliza
tion was said to be threatened by an army from the 
East, a Sino-Mongolian army that dominated all the 
territory stretching from the Pacific to the Baltic. 

Witkiewicz's heroes are unhappy in that they 
have no faith and no sense of meaning in their work. 
This atmosphere of decay and senselessness extends 
throughout the entire country. And at that moment, 
a great number of hawkers appear in the cities ped
dling Murti-Bing pills. Murti-Bing was a Mongo
lian philosopher who had succeeded in producing 
an organic means of transporting a "philosophy of 
life." This Murti-Bing "philosophy of life," which 
constituted the strength of the Sino-Mongolian army, 
was contained in pills in an extremely condensed 
form. A man who used these pills changed com
pletely. He became serene and happy. The problems 
he had struggled with until then suddenly appeared 
to be superficial and unimportant. He smiled indul
gently at those who continued to worry about them. 
Most affected were all questions pertaining to un
solvable ontological difficulties. A man who swal
lowed Murti-Bing pills became impervious to any 
metaphysical concerns. The excesses into which art 
falls when people vainly seek in form the where
withal to appease their spiritual hunger were but 
outmoded stupidities for him. He no longer con
sidered the approach of the Sino-Mongolian army as 
a tragedy for his own civilization. He lived in the 
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midst of his compatriots like a healthy individual 
surrounded by madmen. More and more people took 
the Murti-Bing cure, and their resultant calm con
trasted sharply with the nervousness of their environ
ment. 

The epilogue, in a few words : the outbreak of 
the war led to a meeting of the armies of the West 
with those of the East. In the decisive moment, j ust 
before the great battle, the leader of the Western 
army surrendered to the enemy; and in exchange, 
though with the greatest honors, he was beheaded. 
The Eastern army occupied the country and the new 
life, that of Murti-Bingism, began. The heroes of the 
novel, once tormented by philosophical "insatiety," 
now entered the service of the new society. Instead 
of writing the dissonant music of former days, they 
composed marches and odes. Instead of painting ab
stractions as before, they turned out socially use
ful pictures. But since they could not rid them
selves completely of their former personalities, they 
became schizophrenics. 

So much for the novel. Its author often ex
pressed his belief that religion, philosophy, and art 
are living out their last days. Yet he found life with
out them worthless. On September 1 7 ,  1 9 39, learning 
that the Red Army had crossed the eastern border of 
Poland, he committed suicide by taking verona! and 
cutting his wrists. 

Today, Witkiewicz's vision is being fulfilled in 
the minutest detail throughout a large part of the 
European continent. Perhaps sunlight, the smell of 
the earth, little everyday pleasures, and the forget
fulness that work brings can ease somewhat the ten
sions created by this process of fulfillment. But 
beneath the activity and bustle of daily life is the 
constant awareness of an irrevocable choice to be 
made. One must either die (physically or spiritually) ,  
or else one must be reborn according to a prescribed 
method, namely, the taking of Murti-Bing pills. Peo-
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ple in the West are often inclined to consider the lot 
of converted countries in terms of might and coer
cion. That is wrong. There is an internal longing for 
harmony and happiness that lies deeper than or
dinary fear or the desire to escape misery or physical 
destruction. The fate of completely consistent, non
dialectical people like Witkiewicz is a warning for 
many an intellectual. All about him, in the city 
streets, he sees the frightening shadows of internal 
exiles, irreconcilable, non-participating, eroded by 
hatred. 

In order to understand the situation of a writer 
in a people's democracy, one must seek the reasons 
for his activity and ask how he maintains his equilib
rium. Whatever one may say, the New Faith affords 
great possibilities for an active and positive life. And 
Murti-Bing is more tempting to an intellectual than 
to a peasant or laborer. For the intellectual, the New 
Faith is a candle that he circles like a moth. In the 
end, he throws himself into the flame for the glory 
of mankind. We must not treat this desire for self
immolation lightly. Blood flowed freely in Europe 
during the religious wars, and he who j oins the New 
Faith today is paying off a debt to that European tra
dition. We are concerned here with questions more 
significant than mere force. 

I shall try to grasp those profound human long
ings and to speak about them as if one really could 
analyze what is the warm blood and the flesh, itself, 
of man. If I should try to describe the reasons why a 
man becomes a revolutionary I would be neither elo
quent nor restrained enough. I admit that I have too 
much admiration for those who fight evil, whether 
their choice of ends and means be right or wrong. I 
draw the line, however, at those intellectuals who 
adapt themselves, although the fact that they are 
adapted and not genuine revolutionaries in no way 
diminishes their newly acquired zeal and enthusiasm. 
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There are, I believe, a few key concepts which 
may lead us to understand why they accept Murti
Bing. 

The Void 
The society portrayed by Witkiewicz is distin

guished by the fact that in it religion has ceased to 
exist as a force. And it is true that religion long ago 
lost its hold on men's minds not only in the people's 
democracies, but e lsewhere as well. As long as a so
ciety's best minds were occupied by theological ques
tions, it was possible to speak of a given religion as 
the way of thinking of the whole social organism. 
All the matters which most actively concerned the 
people were referred to it and discussed in its terms. 
But that belongs to a dying era. We have come by 
easy stages to a lack of a common system of thought 
that could unite the peasant cutting his hay, the stu
dent poring over formal logic, and the mechanic 
working in an automobile factory. Out of this lack 
arises the painful sense of detachment or abstraction 
that oppresses the "creators of culture." Religion has 
been replaced by philosophy which, however, has 
strayed into spheres increasingly less accessible to the 
layman. The discussions of Husser! by Witkiewicz's 
heroes can scarcely interest a reader of even better
than-average education; whereas the peasants re
mained bound to the Church, be it only emotionally 
and traditionally. Music, painting, and poetry be
came something completely foreign to the great 
majority of people. A theory developed that art should 
become a substitute for religion: "Metaphysical feel
ings" were to be expressed in the "compression of 
pure form"; and so form soon came to dominate 
content. 

To belong to the masses is the great longing of 
the "alienated" intellectual. It is such a powerful 
longing that, in trying to appease it, a great many of 
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them who once looked to Germany or Italy for in
spiration have now become converted to the New 
Faith. Actually, the rightist totalitarian program 
was exceptionally poor. The only gratification it 
offered came from collective warmth: crowds, red 
faces, mouths open in a shout, marches, arms bran
dishing sticks ; but little rational satisfaction. Neither 
racist doctrines, nor hatred of foreigners, nor the glo
rification of one's own national traditions could 
efface the feeling that the entire program was im
provised to deal with problems of the moment. But 
Murti-Bing is different. It lays scientific foundations. 
At the same time, it scraps all vesriges of the past. 
Post-Kantian philosophy, fallen into disrepute be
cause of its remoteness from the life of men; art 
designed for those who, having no religion, dare not 
admit that to seek the "absolute" through a juxtaposi
tion of colors and sounds is cowardly and incon
clusive thinking; and the semi-magic, semi-religious 
mentality of the peasants-these are replaced by a 
single system, a single language of ideas. The truck 
driver and elevator operator employed by a publish
ing firm now read the same Marxist classics as its di
rector or staff writers. A day laborer and a historian 
can reach an understanding on this basis of common 
reading. Obviously, the difference that may exist 
between them in mental level is no smaller than that 
which separated a theologian from a village black
smith in the middle ages. 

But the fundamental principles are universal; 
the great spiritual schism has been obliterated. Dia
lectical materialism has united everyone, and phi
losophy (i.e., dialectics) once more determines the 
patterns of life. It is beginning to be regarded with a 
respect one reserves only for a force on which im
portant things depend: bread and milk for one's 
children, one's own happiness and safety. The intel
lectual has once more become useful. He who may 
once have done his thinking and writing in his free 
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moments away from a paying job in a bank or post 
office, has now found his rightful place on earth. He 
has been restored to society, whereas the business
men, aristocrats, and tradespeople who once con
sidered him a harmless blunderer have now been dis
possessed. They are indeed delighted to find work as 
cloakroom attendants and to hold the coat of a for
mer employee of whom they said, in pre-war days, 
"It seems he writes." We must not oversimplify, how
ever, the gratifications of personal ambition; they are 
merely the outward and visible signs of social use
fulness, symbols of a recognition that strengthens the 
intellectual's feeling of belonging. 

The Absurd 
Even though one seldom speaks about metaphys

ical motives that can lead to a complete change of 
people's political opinions, such motives do exist and 
can be observed in some of the most sensitive and 
intelligent men. Let us imagine a spring day in a city 
situated in some country similar to that described in 
Witkiewicz's novel. One of his heroes is taking a 
walk. He is tormented by what we may call the suc
tion of the absurd. What is the significance of the 
lives of the people he passes, of the senseless bustle, 
the laughter, the pursuit of money, the stupid animal 
diversions? By using a little intelligence he can easily 
classify the passers-by according to type; he can 
guess their social status, their habits and their preoc
cupations. A fleeting moment reveals their childhood, 
manhood, and old age, and then they vanish. A 
purely physiological study of one particular passer-by 
in preference to another is meaningless. If one 
penetrates into the minds of these people, one dis
covers utter nonsense. They are totally unaware of 
the fact that nothing is their own, that everything is 
part ot their historical formation-their occupations, 
their clothes, their gestures and expressions, their be
liefs and ideas. They are the force of inertia person-
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ified, victims of the delusion that each individual ex
ists as a self. If at least these were souls, as the Church 
taught, or the monads of Leibnitz ! But these beliefs 
have perished. What remains is an aversion to an 
atomized vision of life, to the mentality that isolates 
every phenomenon, such as eating, drinking, dressing, 
earning money, fornicating. And what is there be
yond these things? Should such a state of affairs 
continue? Why should it continue? Such questions 
are almost synonymous with what is known as hatred 
of the bourgeoisie. 

Let a new man arise, one who, instead of sub
mitting to the world, will transform it. Let him create 
a historical formation, instead of yielding to its bond
age. Only thus can he redeem the absurdity of his 
physiological existence. Man must be made to under
stand this, by force and by suffering. Why shouldn't 
he suffer? He ought to suffer. Why can't he be used 
as manure, as long as he remains evil and stupid? I f  
the intellectual must know the agony of  thought, 
why should he spare others this pain? Why should he 
shield those who until now drank, guffawed, gorged 
themselves, cracked inane j okes, and found life beau
tiful? 

The intellectual's eyes twinkle with delight at 
the persecution of the bourgeoisie, and of the 
bourgeois mentality. It is a rich reward for the deg
radation he felt when he had to be part of the mid
dle class, and when there seemed to be no way out of 
the cycle of birth and death. Now he has moments 
of sheer intoxication when he sees the intelligentsia, 
unaccustomed to rigorously tough thinking, caught 
in the snare of the revolution. The peasants, burying 
hoarded gold and listening to foreign broadcasts in 
the hope that a war will save them from collectiviza
tion, certainly have no ally in him. Yet he is warm
hearted and good; he is a friend of mankind. Not 
mankind as it is, but as it should be. He is not unlike 
the inquisitor of the middle ages; but whereas the lat-
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ter tortured the flesh in the belief that he was saving 
the individual soul, the intellectual of the New Faith 
is working for the salvation of the human species in 
general. 

Necessity 
His chief characteristic is his fear of thinking for 

himself. It is not merely that he is afraid to arrive at 
dangerous conclusions. His is a fear of sterility, of 
what Marx called the misery of philosophy. Let us 
admit that a man is no more than an instrument in an 
orchestra directed by the muse of History. It is only 
in this context that the notes he produces have any 
significance. Otherwise even his most brilliant solos 
become simply a highbrow's diversions. 

We are not concerned with the question of how 
one finds the courage to oppose the majority. In
stead we are concerned with a much more poignant 
question : can one write well outside that one real 
stream whose vitality springs from its harmony with 
historical laws and the dynamics of reality? Rilke's 
poems may be very good, but if they are, that means 
there must have been some reason for them in his 
day. Contemplative poems, such as his, could never 
appear in a people's democracy, not only because it 
would be difficult to publish them, but because the 
writer's impulse to write them would be destroyed at 
its very root. The obj ective conditions for such 
poetry have disappeared, and the intellectual of 
whom I speak is not one who believes in writing for 
the bureau drawer. He curses and despairs over the 
censorship and demands of the publishing trusts. Yet 
at the same time, he is profoundly suspicious of un
licensed literature. The publishing license he himself 
receives does not mean that the editor appreciates the 
artistic merits of his book, nor that he expects it to be 
popular with the public. That license is simply a sign 
that its author reflects the transformation of realitv 
with scientific exactness. Dialectical materialism i� 
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the Stalinist version both reflects and directs this 
transfonnation. It creates social and political condi
tions in which a man ceases to think and write other
wise than as necessary. He accepts this "must" be
cause nothing worth while can exist outside its limits. 
Herein lie the claws of dialectics. The writer does not 
surrender to this "must" merely because he fears for 
his own skin. He fears for something much more pre
cious-the significance of his work. He believes that 
the by-ways of "philosophizing" lead to a greater or 
lesser degree of graphomania. Anyone gripped in 
the claws of dialectics is forced to admit that the 
thinking of private philosophers, unsupported by 
citations from authorities, is sheer nonsense. If this is 
so, then one's total effort must be directed toward 
following the line, and there is no point at which one 
can stop. 

The pressure of the state machine is nothing 
compared with the pressure of a convincing argu
ment. I attended the artists' congresses in Poland 
in which the theories of socialist realism were first 
discussed. The attitude of the audience toward the 
speakers delivering the required reports was de
cidedly hostile. Everyone considered socialist realism 
an officially imposed theory that would have, as Rus
sian art demonstrates, deplorable results. Attempts to 
provoke discussion failed. The listeners remained 
silent. Usually, however, one daring artist would 
launch an attack, full of restrained sarcasm, with the 
silent but obvious support of the entire audience. 
He would invariably be crushed by superior reason
ing plus practicable threats against the future career 
of an undisciplined individual. Given the conditions 
of convincing argument plus such threats, the neces
sary conversion will take place. That is mathemati
cally certain. 

The faces of the listeners at these congresses 
were not completely legible, for the art of masking 
one's feelings had already been perfected to a con-
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siderable degree. Still one was aware of successive 
waves of emotion :  anger, fear, amazement, distrust, 
and finally thoughtfulness. I had the impression that 
I was participating in a demonstration of mass hyp
nosis. These people could laugh and joke after
wards in the corridors. But the harpoon had hit its 
mark, and henceforth wherever they may go, they 
will always carry it with them. Do I believe that the 
dialectic of the speakers was unanswerable? Yes, as 
long as there was no fundamental discussion of meth
odology. No one among those present was prepared 
for such a discussion. It would probably have been a 

debate on Hegel, whose reading public was not made 
up of painters and writers. Moreover, even if some
one had wanted to start it, he would have been si
lenced, for such discussions are permitted-and even 
then, fearfully-only in the upper circles of the 
Party. 

These artists' congresses reveal the inequality 
between the weapons of the dialectician and those 
of his adversary. A match between the two is like a 

duel between a foot soldier and a tank. Not that 
every dialectician is so very intelligent or so very well 
educated, but all his statements are enriched by the 
cumulated thought of the masters and their com
mentators. If every sentence he speaks is compact 
and effective, that is not due to his own merits, but 
to those of the classics he has studied. His listeners 
are defenseless. They could, it is true, resort to argu
ments derived from their observations of life, but 
such arguments are just as badly countenanced as any 
questioning of fundamental methodology. The dia
lectician rubs up against his public at innumerable 
meetings of professional organizations and youth 
groups in clubs, factories, office buildings, and village 
huts throughout the entire converted area of Europe. 
And there is no doubt that he emerges the victor in 
these encounters. 

It is no wonder that a writer or painter doubts 
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the wisdom of  resistance. I f  he  were sure that art op
posed to the official line could have a lasting value, 
he probably would not hesitate. He would earn his 
living through some more menial j ob within his pro
fession, write or paint in his spare time, and never 
worry about publishing or exhibiting his work. 
He believes, however, that in most cases such work 
would be artistically poor, and he is not far wrong. 
As we have already said, the obj ective conditions he 
once knew have disappeared. The objective condi
tions necessary to the realization of a work of art are, 
as we know, a highly complex phenomenon, involv
ing one's public, the possibility of contact with it, 
the general atmosphere, and above all freedom from 
involuntary subjective control. "I can't write as I 
would like to," a young Polish poet admitted to me. 
"My own stream of thought has so many tributaries, 
that I barely succeed in damming off one, when a 
second, third, or fourth overflows. I get halfway 
through a phrase, and already I submit it to Marxist 
criticism. I imagine what X or Y will say about it, 
and I change the ending." 

Paradoxical as it may seem, it is this subjective 
impotence that convinces the intellectual that the one 
Method is right. Everything proves it is right. Dia
lectics : I predict the house will burn; then I pour 
gasoline over the stove. The house burns ; my pre
diction is fulfilled. Dialectics : I predict that a work 
of art incompatible with socialist realism will be 
worthless. Then I place the artist in conditions in 
which such a work is worthless. My prediction is ful
filled. 

Let us take poetry as an example. Obviously, 
there is poetry of political significance. Lyric poetry 
is pern1itted to exist on certain conditions. It must 
be: 1) serene; 2) free of any elements of thought 
that might trespass against the universally accepted 
principles (in practice, this comes down to descrip
tions of nature and of one's feelings for friends and 
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family) ; 3)  understandable. Since a poet who i s  not 
allowed to think in his verse automatically tends to 
perfect his form, he is accused of formalism. 

It is not only the literature and painting of the 
people's democracies that prove to the intellectual 
that things cannot be different. He is strengthened in 
this belief by the news that seeps through from the 
West. The Western world is the world of Witkie
wicz's novel. The number of its aesthetic and 
philosophical aberrations is myriad. Disciples imitate 
disciples ; the past imitates the past. This world lives 
as if there had never been a Second World War. In
tellectual clans in Eastern Europe know this life, but 
know it as a stage of the past that isn't worth look
ing back on. Even if the new problems are so oppres
sive that they can break a great many people, at least 
they are contemporary. And mental discipline and 
the obligation to be clear are undoubtedly precious. 
The work of really fine \Vestern scholars and artists 
escapes notice. The only new names that are known 
are those of "democrats"-a delicate circumlocution 
for a non-pagan. In short, the recompense for all 
pain is the certainty that one belongs to the new and 
conquering world, even though it is not nearly so 
comfortable and joyous a world as its propaganda 
would have one think. 

Success 
Mystery shrouds the political moves determined 

on high in the distant Center, Moscow. People speak 
about prominent figures in hushed voices. In the 
vast expanses of Euro-Asia, whole nations can van
ish without leaving a trace. Armies number into the 
millions. Terror becomes socially useful and effec
tive. Philosophers rule the state--obviously not phi
losophers in the traditional sense of the word, but 
dialecticians. The conviction grows that the whole 
world will be conquered. Great hordes of followers 
appear on all the continents. Lies are concocted 
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from seeds o f  truth. The philosophically uneducated 
bourgeois enemy is despised for his inherited inabil
ity to think. (Classes condemned by the laws of his
tory perish because their minds are paralyzed. ) The 
boundaries of the Empire move steadily and system
atically westward. Unparalleled sums of money are 
spent on scientific research. One prepares to rule all 
the people of the earth. Is all this too little? Surely 
this is enough to fascinate the intellectual. As he 
beholds these things, historical fatalism takes root in 
him. In a rare moment of sincerity he may con
fess cynically, "I bet on this horse. He's good. He'll 
carry me far." 

A patient has a hard time, however, when the 
moment comes for him to swallow Murti-Bing in its 
entirety . He becomes such a nervous wreck that he 
may actually fall ill. He knows it means a definitive 
parting with his former self, his former ties and hab
its. If he is a writer, he cannot hold a pencil in his 
hand. The whole world seems dark and hopeless. Un
til now, he paid a minimal tribute: in his articles and 
novels, he described the evils of capitalist society. 
But after all, it isn't difficult to criticize capitalism, 
and it can be done honestly. The charlatans of the 
stock exchange, feudal barons, self -deluding artists, 
and the instigators of nationalistic wars are figures 
who lend themselves readily to his pen. But now he 
must begin to approve. (In official terminology this 
is known as a transition from the stage of critical 
realism to that of socialist realism. It occurred in the 
newly established people's democracies about the 
year 1 950.) The operation he must perform on him
self is one that some of his friends have already un
dergone, more or less painfully. They shake their 
heads sympathetically, knowing the process and its 
outcome. "I have passed the crisis," they say serenely. 
"But how he is suffering. He sits at home all day 
with his head in his hands." 

The hardest thing to conquer is  his feeling of 
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guilt. No matter what his convictions, every man in 
the countries of which I speak is a part of an ancient 
civilization. His parents were attached to religion, or 
at least regarded it with respect. In school, much 
attention was devoted to his religious upbringing. 
Some emotional traces of this early training necessar
ily remain. In any case, he believes that injury to 
one's fellow-man, lies, murder, and the encourage
ment of hatred are evil, even if they serve to accom
plish sublime ends. Obviously, too, he studied the 
history of his country. He read its former poets and 
philosophers with pleasure and pride. He was proud 
of its century-long battle to defend its frontiers and 
of its struggle for independence in the dark peri
ods of foreign occupation. Consciously or uncon
sciously, he feels a certain loyalty to his forefathers 
because of the history of toil and sacrifice on their 
part. Moreover, from earliest childhood, he has been 
taught that his country belongs to a civilization that 
has been derived from Rome rather than Byzantium. 

Now, knowing that he must enter a gate through 
which he can never return, he feels he is doing some
thing W1 on g. He explains to himself that he must 
destroy this irrational and childish feeling. He can 
become free only by weeding out the roots of what 
is irretrievably past. Still the battle continues. A 
cruel battle-a battle between an angel and a demon. 
True, but which is the angel and which the demon? 
One has a bright face he has known since his child
hood-this must be the angel. No, for this face bears 
hideous scars. It is the face of the old order, of stu
pid college fraternities, of the senile imbecility of 
politicians, of the decrepitude of vVestern Europe. 
This is death and decadence. The other face is strong 
and self-contained, the face of a tomorrow that beck
ons. Angelic? That is doubtful. 

There is a great deal of talk about patriotism, 
about fine, progressive, national traditions, about 
veneration of the past. But no one is so naive as to 
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take such talk seriously. The reconstruction of  a few 
historical monuments, or a re-editing of the works 
of former writers cannot change certain revealing 
and important facts. Each people's democracy be
comes a province of the Empire, ruled by edicts from 
the Center. It retains some autonomy, but to an ever
diminishing degree. Perhaps the era of independent 
states is over, perhaps they are no more than museum 
pieces. Yet it is saddening to say good-bye to one's 
dreams of a federation of equal nations, of a United 
States of Europe in which differing languages and 
differing cultures would have equal status. It isn't 
pleasant to surrender to the hegemony of a nation 
which is still wild and primitive, and to concede the 
absolute superiority of its customs and institutions, 
science and technology, literature and art. Must one 
sacrifice so much in the name of the unity of man
kind? The nations of Western Europe will pass 
through this phase of integration later, and perhaps 
more gently. It is possible that they will be more suc
cessful in preserving their native language and cul
ture. By that time, however, all of Eastern Europe 
will be using the one universal tongue, Russian. And 
the principle of a "culture that is national in form, 
socialist in content" will be consummated in a culture 
of monolithic uniformity. Everything will be shaped 
by the Center, though individual countries will re
tain a few local ornaments in the way of folklore. 
The Universal City will be realized when a son of 
the Kirghiz steppes waters his horses in the Loire, 
and a Sicilian peasant plants cotton in Turkmen val
leys. Small wonder the writer smiles at propaganda 
that cries for a freeing of colonies from the grasp of 
imperialistic powers. Oh, how cunning dialectics can 
be, and how artfully it can accomplish its ends, de
gree by degree ! 

All this is bitter. But what about the harbinger 
of the Springtime of Nations, and Karl Marx, and 
the visions of the brotherhood of mankind? After 
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all, nothing can b e  accomplished without the iron 
rule of a single Master. And what about this Master? 
A great Polish poet, describing his j ourney to the 
East-where he went in 1824 as a political prisoner 
of the Tsar-compared the soul of the Russian 
nation to a chrysalis. He wondered anxiously what 
would emerge when the sun of freedom shone : 
"Then will a shining butterfly take flight, or a moth, 
a sombre creature of the night? " So far, nothing 
prophesies a j oyous butterfly. 

The writer, in his fury and frustration, turns his 
thought to Western Communists. What fools they 
are. He can forgive their oratory if it is necessary as 
propaganda. But they believe most of what they pro
claim about the sacred Center, and that is unforgiv
able. Nothing can compare to the contempt he feels 
for these sentimental fools. 

Nevertheless, despite his resistance and despair, 
the crisis approaches. It can come in the middle of  
the night, at  his breakfast table, or  on the street. I t  
comes with a metallic click as  of engaged gears. But 
there is no other way. That much is clear. There is 
no other salvation on the face of the earth. This rev
elation lasts a second ; but from that second on, the 
patient begins to recover. For the first time in a long 
while, he eats with relish, his movements take on 
vigor, his color returns. He sits down and writes a 
"positive" article, marveling at the ease with which 
he writes it. In the last analysis, there was no reason 
for raising such a fuss. Everything is in order. He is 
past the "crisis ." 

He does not emerge unscathed, however. The 
aftereffects manifest themselves in a particular kind 
of extinguishment that is often perceptible in the 
twist of his lips. His face expresses the peaceful sad
ness of one who has tasted the fruit from the Tree 
of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, of one who 
knows he lies and who feels compassion for those 
who have been spared full knowledge. He has al-
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ready gone through what still awaits so many others. 
In 1 945, an eminent Soviet journalist came to 

Poland. He was an elderly gentleman, who looked 
like a middle-class lawyer. That he was an extremely 
clever and rather unscrupulous person was evidenced 
by the tenacity with which he had maintained his 
position-and by his advanced years. After his re
turn to Warsaw from a tour of several provincial 
Polish towns, he laughingly recounted an incident 
that had occurred in Silesia. Someone had spread the 
report that a delegation of foreigners from the West 
had arrived. The journalist (whose round belly and 
honest expression were inducive to such effusive 
manifestations of confidence) was seized and em
braced on the street by a man crying: "The English 
have come." "That's just how it was in the Ukraine 
in 1 9 19," was the journalist's comment on the inci
dent. This recurrence of sterile hopes amused him 
and he was flattered to be the representative of a 
country ruled according to infallible predictions ; for 
nation after nation had indeed become part of its 
Empire, according to schedule. I am not sure that 
there wasn't in his smile something of the compas
sionate superiority that a housewife feels for a mouse 
caught in her trap. 

The "post-crisis" writer may well expect one day 
to be sent on a similar journalistic mission to some 
newly acquired Western country. Such a prospect 
is not altogether distasteful. To observe people who 
know nothing, who still have everything to learn, 
must undoubtedly afford moments of unadulterated 
sweetness. The master knows that the trap in which 
the mouse has been caught is not an entirely agree
able place to live in. For the moment, however, the 
citizens of these newly converted countries will un
derstand little of their new situation. They will be 
exhilarated at first by the flutter of national banners, 
the blare of marching bands, and the proclamations 
of long-awaited reforms. Only he, the observer, will 
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see into the future like a god, and know it to be 
hard, necessarily hard, for such are the laws of His
tory. 

In the epilogue of Witkiewicz's novel, his he
roes, who have gone over to the service of Murti
Bing, become schizophrenics. The events of today 
bear out his vision, even in this respect. One can sur
vive the "crisis" and function perfectly, writing or 
painting as one must, but the old moral and aesthetic 
standards continue to exist on some deep inner plane. 
Out of this arises a split within the individual that 
makes for many difficulties in his daily life. It facili
tates the task of ferreting out heretical thoughts and 
inclinations ; for thanks to it, the Murti-Bingist can 
feel himself into his opponent with great acuteness. 
The new phase and the old phase exist simultane
ously in him, and together they render him an 
exper�enced psychologist, a keeper of his brother's 
conscience. 

One can expect that the new generation, raised 
from the start in the new society will be free of this 
split. But that cannot be brought about quickly. One 
would have to eradicate the Church completely, 
which is a difficult matter and one that demands pa
tience and tact. And even if one could eliminate this 
reverenced mainstay of irrational impulses, national 
literatures would remain to exert their malignant in
fluence. For example, the works of the greatest Polish 
poets are marked by a dislike of Russia, and the dose 
of Catholic philosophy one finds in them is alarming. 
Yet the state must publish certain of these poets and 
must teach them in its schools for they are the clas
sics, the creators of the literary language, and are 
considered the forerunners of the Revolution. To 
place them on the index would be to think non
dialectically and to fall into the sin of "leftism." It 
is a difficult dilemma, more difficult in the converted 
countries than in the Center, where the identifica
tion of national culture with the interests of human-
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ity has been achieved to a great degree. Probably, 
therefore, the schizophrenic as a type will not dis
appear in the near future. 

Someone might contend that Murti-Bing is a 
medicine that is incompatible with human nature. 
That is not a very strong argument. The Aztecs' cus
tom of offering human sacrifices to their gods, or 
the mortification of the flesh practiced by the early 
Christian hermits scarcely seem praiseworthy. The 
worship of gold has become a motive power second 
to none in its brutality. Seen from this perspective, 
Murti-Bing does not violate the nature of human
kind. 

Whether a man who has taken the Murti-Bing 
cure attains internal peace , and harmony is another 
question. He attains a relative degree of harmony, 
just enough to render him active. It is preferable 
to the torment of pointless rebellion and groundless 
hope. The peasants, who are incorrigible in their 
petty bourgeois attachments, assert that "a change 
must come, because this can't go on." This is an 
amusing belief in the natural order of things. A tour
ist, as an anecdote tells us, wanted to go up into the 
mountains, but it had been raining for a week. He 
met a mountaineer walking by a stream, and asked 
him if it would continue to pour. The mountaineer 
looked at the rising waters and voiced the opinion 
that it would not. When asked on what basis he 
had made his prediction, he said, "Because the stream 
would overflow." Murti-Bing holds such magic judg
ments to be phantoms of a dying era. The "new" is 
striving to overcome the "old," but the "old" can
not be eliminated all at once. 

The one thing that seems to deny the perfection 
ot Murti-Bing is the apathy that is born in people, 
and that lives on in spite of their feverish activity. 
It is hard to define, and at times one might suppose 
it to be a mere optical illusion. After all, people 
bestir themselves, work, go to the theater, applaud 



The Pill of Murti-Bing 23 

speakers, take excursions, fal l  in love, and have chil
dren. Yet there is something impalpable and unpleas
ant in the human climate of such cities as Warsaw 
or Prague. The collective atmosphere, resulting from 
an exchange and a re-combination of individual 
fluids, is bad. It is an aura of strength and unhap
piness, of internal paralysis and external mobility. 
Whatever we may call it, this much is certain : if Hell 
should guarantee its lodgers magnificent quarters, 
beautiful clothes, the tastiest food, and all possible 
amusements, but condemn them to breathe in this 
aura forever, that would be punishment enough. 

No propaganda, either pro or con, can capture 
so elusive and little-known a phenomenon. It escapes 
all calculations. It cannot exist on paper. Admitting, 
in whispered conversation, that something of the 
sort does exist, one must seek a rational explanation 
for it. Undoubtedly the "old," fearful and oppressed, 
is taking its vengeance by spilling forth its inky fluid 
like a wounded octopus. But surely the socialist or
ganism, in its growth toward a future of guaranteed 
prosperity, is already strong enough to counteract 
this poison; or perhaps it is too early for that. When 
the younger generation, free from the malevolent 
influence of the "old," arises, everything will change. 
Only, whoever has observed the younger generation 
in the Center is reluctant to cast such a horoscope. 
Then we must postpone our hopes to the remote fu
ture, to a time when the Center and every dependent 
state will supply its citizens with refrigerators and 
automobiles, with white bread and a handsome ration 
of butter. Maybe then, at last, they will be satisfied. 

Why won't the equation work out as it should, 
\vhen every step is logical? Do we have to use non
Euclidian geometry on material as classic, as adapt
able, and as plastic as a human being? Won't the ordi
nary variety satisfy him? What the devil does a man 
need? 



• Chapter Two Looking to the West 

"Are Americans really stupid? "  I was asked in 
Warsaw. In the voice of the man who posed the ques
tion, there was despair, as well as the hope that I 
would contradict him. This question reveals the atti
tude of the average person in the people's democ
racies toward the West: it is despair mixed with a 
residue of hope. 

During the last few years, the West has given 
these people a number of reasons to despair politi
cally. In the case of the intellectual, other, more 
complicated reasons come into play. Before the 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe entered the 
sphere of the Imperium, they lived through the Sec
ond World War. That war was much more devastat
ing there than in the countries of Western Europe. 
It destroyed not only their economies, but also a 
great many values which had seemed till then un
shakable. 

Man tends to regard the order he lives in as 
natural. The houses he passes on his way to work 
seem more like rocks rising out of the earth than like 
products of human hands. He considers the work he 
does in his office or factory as essential to the har
monious functioning of the world. The clothes he 
wears are exactly what they should be, and he laughs 
at the idea that he might equally well be wearing a 
Roman toga or medieval armor. He respects and 
envies a minister of state or a bank director, and 
regards the possession of a considerable amount of 
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money as the main guarantee of peace and security. 
He cannot believe that one day a rider may appear 
on a street he knows well, where cats sleep and chil
dren play, and start catching passers-by with his lasso. 
He is accustomed to satisfying those of his physio
logical needs which are considered private as dis
creetly as possible, without realizing that such a 
pattern of behavior is not common to all human so
cieties. In a word, he behaves a little like Charlie 
Chaplin in The Gold Rush, bustling about in a shack 
poised precariously on the edge of a cliff. 

His first stroll along a street littered with glass 
from bomb-shattered windows shakes his faith in the 
"naturalness" of his world. The wind scatters papers 
from hastily evacuated offices, papers labeled "Con
fidential" or "Top Secret" that evoke visions of safes, 
keys, conferences, couriers, and secretaries. Now the 
wind blows them through the street for anyone to 
read ; yet no one does, for each man is more urgently 
concerned with finding a loaf of bread. Strangely 
enough, the world goes on even though the offices 
and secret files have lost all meaning. Farther down 
the street, he stops before a house split in half by 
a bomb, the privacy of people's homes-the family 
smells, the warmth of the beehive life, the furniture 
preserving the memory of loves and hatreds-cut 
open to public view. The house itself, no longer a 
rock, but a scaffolding of plaster, concrete, and 
brick; and on the third floor, a solitary white bath
tub, rain-rinsed of all recollection of those who once 
bathed in it. Its formerly influential and respected 
owners, now destitute, walk the fields in search of 
stray potatoes. Thus overnight money loses its value 
and becomes a meaningless mass of printed paper. 
His walk takes him past a little boy poking a stick 
into a heap of smoking ruins and whistling a song 
about the great leader who will preserve the nation 
against all enemies. The song remains, but the leader 
of yesterday is already part of an extinct past. 
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He finds he acquires new habits quickly. Once, 
had he stumbled upon a corpse on the street, he 
would have called the police. A crowd would have 
gathered, and much talk and comment would have 
ensued. Now he knows he must avoid the dark body 
lying in the gutter, and refrain from asking unnec
essary questions. The man who fired the gun must 
have had his reasons ; he might well have been exe
cuting an Underground sentence. 

Nor is the average European accustomed to 
thinking of his native city as divided into segregated 
living areas, but a single decree can force him to this 
new pattern of life and thought. Quarter A may sud
denly be designated for one race; B, for a second; 
C, for a third. As the resettlement deadline ap
proaches, the streets become filled with long lines of 
wagons, carts, wheelbarrows, and people carrying 
bundles, beds, chests, cauldrons, and bird cages. 
When all the moves are effected, 2,000 people may 
find themselves in a building that once housed 200. 
but each man is at last in the proper area. Then high 
walls are erected around quarter C, and daily a given 
lot of men, women, and children are loaded into 
wagons that take them off to specially constructed 
factories where they are scientifically slaughtered 
and their bodies burned. 

And even the rider with the lasso appears, in the 
form of a military van waiting at the corner of a 
street. A man passing that corner meets a leveled 
rifle, raises his hands, is pushed into the van, and from 
that moment is lost to his family and friends. He may 
be sent to a concentration camp, or he may face a: 

firing squad, his lips sealed with plaster lest he cry 
out against the state ; but, in any case, he serves as a 

warning to his fellow-men. Perhaps one might escape 
such a fate by remaining at home. But the father of 
a family must go out in order to provide bread and: 
soup for his wife and children; and every night they 



Looking to the TV est 27 

worry about whether or not he will return. Since 
these conditions last for years, everyone gradually 
comes to look upon the city as a jungle, and upon 
the fate of twentieth-century man as identical with 
that of a cave man living in the midst of powerful 
monsters. 

It was once thought obvious that a man bears 
the same name and surname throughout his entire 
life ; now it proves wiser for many reasons to change 
them and to memorize a new and fabricated biogra
phy. As a result, the records of the civilian state be
come completely confused. Everyone ceases to care 
about formalities, so that marriage, for example, 
comes to mean little more than living together. 

Respectable citizens used to regard banditry as 
a crime. Today, bank robbers are heroes because the 
money they steal is destined for the Underground. 
Usually they are young boys, mothers' boys, but their 
appearance is deceiving. The killing of a man pre
sents no great moral problem to them. 

The nearness of death destroys shame. Men and 
women change as soon as they know that the date of 
their execution has been fixed by a fat little man with 
shiny boots and a riding crop. They copulate in pub
lic, on the small bit of ground surrounded by barbed 
wire-their last home on earth. Boys and girls in 
their teens, about to go off to the barricades to fight 
against tanks with pistols and bottles of gasoline., 
want to enjoy their youth and lose their respect for 
standards of decency. 

Which world is "natural" ? That which existed 
before, or the world of war? Both are natural, if both 
are within the realm of one's experience. All the con
cepts men live by are a product of the historic for
mation in which they find themselves. Fluidity and 
constant change are the characteristics of phenom
ena. And man is so plastic a being that one can even 
conceive of the day when a thoroughly self-respect-
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ing citizen will crawl about on all fours, sporting a 
tail of brightly colored feathers as a sign of conform
ity to the order he lives in. 

The man of the East cannot take Americans 
seriously because they have never undergone the 
experiences that teach men how relative their judg
ments and thinking habits are. Their resultant lack 
of imagination is appalling. Because they were born 
and raised in a given social order and in a given sys
tem of values, they believe that any other order must 
be "unnatural," and that it cannot last because it is 
incompatible with human nature. But even they may 
one day know fire, hunger, and the sword. In all 
probability this is what will occur; for it is hard to 
believe that when one half of the world is living 
through terrible disasters, the other half can continue 
a nineteenth-century mode of life, learning about 
the distress of its distant fellow-men only from movies 
and newspapers. Recent examples teach us that this 
cannot be. An inhabitant of Warsaw or Budapest once 
looked at newsreels of bombed Spain or burning 
Shanghai, but in the end he learned how these and 
many other catastrophes appear in actuality. He read 
gloomy tales of the NKVD until one day he found 
he himself had to deal with it. If something exists in 
one place, it will exist everywhere. This is the con
clusion he draws from his observations, and so he has 
no particular faith in the momentary prosperity 
of America. He suspects that the years 193 3-45 in 
Europe pre-figure what will occur elsewhere. A hard 
school, where ignorance was punished not by bad 
marks but by death, has taught him to think socio
logically and historically. But it has not freed him 
from irrational feelings. He is apt to believe in theo
ries that foresee violent changes in the countries of 
the West, for he finds it unjust that they should es
cape the hardships he had to undergo. 

The only system of thought that is accessible to 
him is dialectical materialism, and it attracts him be-
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cause it speaks a language that is understandable in 
the light of his experience. The illusory "natural" 
order of the Western countries is doomed, according 
to dialectical materialism ( in the Stalinist version) ,  
to crash as a result o f  a crisis. Wherever there is a 
crisis, the ruling classes take refuge in Fascism as a 
safeguard against the revolution of the proletariat. 
Fascism means war, gas chambers, and crematoria. 
True, the crisis in America predicted for the moment 
of demobilization did not occur; true, England in
troduced social security and socialized medicine to a 
hitherto unknown degree; and it is true, as well, that 
anti-Communist hysteria in the United States, what
ever else may have inspired it, was largely motivated 
by fear of an armed and hostile power. Still these 
are merely modifications of a formula that is being 
proved in other respects. If the world is divided be
tween Fascism and Communism, obviously Fascism 
must lose since it is the last, desperate refuge of the 
bourgeoisie. The bourgeoisie rules through dema
goguery, which in practice means that prominent 
positions are filled by irresponsible people who com
mit follies in moments of decision. Just such follies 
were Hitler's ruthless policy toward the Eastern peo
ples, or Mussolini 's involvement of Italy in the war. 

A man need not be a Stalinist to reason thus. On 
the contrary, knowing how doubtful are any benefits 
from the system evolved in the Center, he would be 
overj oyed to see a gigantic meteor wipe that cause 
of his misery off the face of the earth. He is, how
ever, only a man. He weighs his chances and con
cludes it is unwise to align himself with the side that 
has been damned by the Being which has taken the 
place of God in this century, i.e. History. The propa
ganda to which he is subjected tries by every means 
to prove that Nazism and Americanism are identical 
in that they are products of the same economic con
ditions. He believes this propaganda only slightly less 
than the average American believes the j ournalists 



30 

who assure him that Hitlerism and Stalinism are one 
and the same. 

Even if he stands on a higher rung of the hier
archy and so has access to information about the 
West, he is still unable to weigh the relative strength 
and weakness of that half of the world. The optical 
instrument he sees through is so constructed that 
it encompasses only pre-determined fields of vision. 
Looking through it, he beholds only what he ex
pected to see. For example, accustomed to living in 
a society in which law exists exclusively as a Party 
tool, and in which the sole criterion of human action 
is its effectiveness, he finds it hard to imagine a sys
tem in which every citizen feels himself bound by 
the sanctions of the law. These sanctions may have 
been introduced in order to protect the interests of 
privileged groups, but they remain even after the 
interests change ; and it is not easy to supplant old 
laws with new. Every citizen is entangled in a 
network of statutes whose origin lies in some remote 
past. As a result, the mechanism of collective life is 
so unwieldy that anyone who tries to be truly active 
struggles helplessly to free himself of its restrictions. 

The inhabitant of Central or Eastern Europe is 
incapable of understanding delays, absurd decisions, 
political campaigns, mutual recriminations, public 
opinion polls, and demagoguery, which he considers 
to be characteristic of the West. But at the same time, 
these encumbrances assure the private citizen a cer
tain security. To seize a man on the street and deport 
him to a concentration camp is obviously an excel
lent means of dealing with an individual who dis
pleases the administration; but such means are diffi
cult to establish in countries where the only criminal 
is the man who has committed an act clearly defined 
as punishable in a specific paragraph of the law. Nazi 
and Communist criminal codes are alike in that they 
efface the frontier between penal and non-penal 
deeds-the first, by defining crime as any act di-
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rected against the interests of the German nation; the 
second, as any act directed against the interests of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat. What the man of 
1the East calls the "lifeless formalism of the bour
geoisie" does, on the other hand, afford some guar
antee that the father of a family will return home 
for supper instead of taking a trip to a region where 
polar bears thrive but human beings do not. 

Nor is it easy in legally minded countries to 
adopt the use of scientific torture under which every 
man confesses with equal fervor whether he be in
nocent or guilty. Propaganda tries to convince the 
citizens of the people's democracies that law in the 
West is no more than a fiction subservient to the in
terests of the ruling classes. Perhaps it is a fiction, but 
it is not too subservient to the wishes of the rulers. 
If they want to condemn a man, they must sweat to 
prove him guilty in fact; his defense lawyers hide be
hind all the technicalities of the law; the case drags 
on through various appeals, etc. Obviously, crimes 
are committed under its cover, but so far Western 
law serves to bind the hands of the rulers as well as 
of the ruled which, depending on one's beliefs, may 
be a source of either strength or weakness. 

Americans, aware of the nature of their law, 
compare democracy to an awkward raft on which 
everyone paddles in a different direction. There is 
much hubbub and mutual abuse, and it is difficult to 
get everyone to pull together. In comparison with 
such a raft, the trireme of the totalitarian state, speed
ing ahead with outspread oars, appears indomitable. 
But on occasion, the totalitarian ship crashes on rocks 
an awkward raft can sail over. 

New developments in the West are not easily 
ascertained in the people's democracies. In certain 
Western countries, above all in the United States, 
something has occurred which is without analogy 
in the preceding centuries : a new civilization has 
arisen which is popular, vulgar, perhaps in some re-
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spects distasteful to more "refined" people, but which 
assures its masses a share in the output of its machine 
production. It is true that what these masses rej oice 
in is frequently tawdry and superficial, and that they 
purchase it with hard labor. Yet a girl working in a 
factory, who buys cheap mass-production models of 
a dress worn by a movie star, rides in an old but 
nevertheless private automobile, looks at cowboy 
films, and has a refrigerator at home, lives on a cer
tain level of civilization that she has in common with 
others. Whereas a woman on a collective farm near 
Leningrad cannot foresee the day when even her 
great-granddaughter will live on a level that ap
proaches such an average. 

What he refers to as the "stupidity" of the 
American masses, who are satisfied by the purely ma
terial advantages of this new civilization, is excep
tionally irritating to the Eastern intellectual. Raised 
in a country where there was a definite distinction 
between the "intelligentsia" and the "people," he 
looks, above all, for ideas created by the "intelligent
sia," the traditional fermenting element in revolution
ary changes. When he meets with a society in which 
the "intelligentsia," as it was known in Central . or 
Eastern Europe, does not exist, he has great difficulty 
in translating his observations into conceptual terms. 
The ideas he finds are clearly obsolete and far out
distanced by economic and technical developments. 
The purely pragmatic and empirical resolution of 
problems and the inability to swallow even a 
small dose of abstraction (whereas the German bour
geoisie, for example, had this ability in abundance) 
introduce unknowns into his calculations. If one re
gards these characteristics as signs of "backwardness" 
in comparison with Europe, then one must acknowl
edge that the "stupidity" which produced a technol
ogy immeasurably superior to that of Europe is not 
entirely a source of weakness. 

In fact, if the impetus to perfect and use new 
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discoveries has lost none of its drive, the credit lies 
with the West. The effort Japan made to overtake the 
West ended unsuccessfully; and Japan was beaten by 
the peace-minded and internally disunited United 
States of Roosevelt's day. Russia, copying Western 
models of automobiles, airplanes, j et engines, tele
vision sets, atom bombs and submarines, and such 
things as radar and penicillin, has now entered the 
race. The youngest generation in Eastern Europe, 
raised in the worship of Russia, is beginning to be
lieve that she is taking the foremost place in the 
realm of science and technology. The older people 
consider such a belief absurd; but, given her un
tapped natural resources, a planned economy and 
the subsequent ability to allocate unlimited sums of 
money to scientific research and experimentation, 
they feel she may be well on the way toward suprem
acy. 

This supposition seems to be refuted by the 
purely practical aims of contemporary Russian sci
ence for, as we know, the greatest discoveries are 
perfected in the course of long, disinterested work 
on the part of many scientists and often bear no im
mediate concrete results. It seems to be refuted, as 
well, by the insistence with which propaganda attrib
utes most discoveries to the Russians even while they 
copy American construction, from bridges to mo
tors, in the minutest detail. Such propaganda, pushed 
often to the point of the ridiculous, does not indicate 
a high degree of self-confidence. And such occur
rences as the sale of Swedish machinery to the 
people's democracies under the stamp of Russian 
manufacture disproves its boastful claims. Nonethe
less, this propaganda effort to destroy the Russian 
inferiority complex and to raise "technological mo
rale" is proof of the importance the Center places 
upon this scientific race. Who knows to what results 
such a concentration of will may lead? Perhaps all 
that Russia needs is time. 
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Let us admit-and the Eastern or Central Euro
pean will do so-that at this moment the superiority 
of the West in potential production, technology, and 
replacement of human hands by machines (which 
means the gradual effacing of the distinction between 
physical and mental work) is unquestionable. But, 
the Eastern intellectual asks, what goes on in the 
heads of the Western masses? Aren't their souls 
asleep, and when the awakening comes, won't it take 
the form of Stalinism? Isn't Christianity dying out 
in the West, and aren't its people bereft of all faith? 
Isn't there a void in their heads? Don't they fill that 
void with chauvinism, detective stories, and artisti
cally worthless movies? Well then, what can the West 
offer us? Freedom from something is a great deal, 
yet not enough. It is much less than freedom for 
something. 

While such questions are posed, actually they 
can be countered with others. American Communists 
(mostly the intellectually minded sons of middle-class 
or lower middle-class families) complain about the 
spiritual poverty of the masses. They do not realize, 
however, that the Imperium they pine for is a com
bination of material poverty and lack of technology, 
plus Stalinism. Nm do they realize how fascinating 
it might be to try to imagine a combination of pros
perity and technology, plus Stalinism. The new man 
of the Imperium is being remolded under the slogan 
of the struggle against poverty (which is simultane
ously induced and conquered) , and the advancement 
of technology (which is simultaneously demolished 
and rebuilt) . If these two powerful motives were 
absent, what would happen? One suspects that the 
wheels of that gigantic machine would then turn in 
a vacuum. The stage of fully realized Communism is 
the "holy of holies." It is Heaven. One dare not di
rect one's eyes toward it. Yet if one dared to visualize 
that Paradise, he would find it not unlike the United 
States in periods of full employment. He would find 
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(granting the alleviation of tear, which is improb
able) the masses living physiologically, profiting 
from the material achievements of their civilization. 
But their spiritual development would meet an in
superable obstacle in a doctrine which considers its 
aim to be the liberation of man from material cares 
toward something which it, itself, defines as sheer 
nonsense. 

These are utopian considerations which Western 
Communists may avoid, but their Eastern brothers 
do not. I remember one who said, "I do not want to 
live to see Communism realized, it will probably be 
so boring." When the great re-educational task is ac
complished and the hated "metaphysical being" · in 
man is utterly crushed, what will remain? It is doubt
ful whether Party imitations of Christian liturgy, and 
mass-like rites performed before portraits of the 
leaders \viii give the people perfect satisfaction. 

More than the West imagines, the intellectuals 
ot the East look to the West for something. Nor do 
they seek it in Western propaganda. The something 
they look for is a great new writer, a new social phi
losophy, an artistic movement, a scientific discovery, 
new principles of painting or music. They rarely find 
this something. The people of the East have already 
become accustomed to thinking of art and society 
on an organizational and mass scale. The only forms 
ot culture in the West which attain such a scale are 
movies, best sellers, and illustrated magazines. No 
thinking person in the West takes most of these 
means of mass recreation seriously ; whereas, in the 
East, where everything has a mass character, they 
take on the dignity of being the sole representatives 
of the "decadent culture of the West." It is easy to 
sneer at most films, novels, or articles ( to say noth
ing of the fact that one is well-paid for such criticism 
and that it releases one from the more painful obliga
tion of writing enthusiastically about the Center) . 
Hence it is the pet activity of most Eastern j ournal-
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ists, and the influence that this sort of criticism has 
on its public is considerable. 

The real cultural life of the West is very differ
ent. But even there the Eastern intellectual stumbles 
upon treacherous appearances, for he finds both imi
tation and innovation, decadence and vigor, adver
tised mediocrity and imperfectly recognized great
ness. The social and intellectual currents, which he 
knows from his pre-war trips to the vVest, continue 
to exist and arouse his impatience as products of a 
stage he has left behind. Still these are the aspects 
that attract his attention, and not the new creative 
forces sending up shoots amid a forest of dead trees. 

· The gravest reproach leveled against Western 
culture is that it is exclusive and inaccessible to the 
masses. This reproach is largely valid. Poetry, paint
ing, and even music, shutting themselves up in ivory 
towers, become susceptible to numerous stylistic 
maladies. At the same time, however, their link with 
the everyday life of the people is considerably 
stronger than it seems to be at first glance. For ex
ample, avant-garde painting which is so "difficult" 
and "obscure" reaches a tremendous number of peo
ple through its influence on advertising, dress design, 
stage sets, interior decoration, and most important of 
all, perhaps, on the shape of universally used ma
chines. In comparison with this, the "Soviet Empire" 
style, which is based on the painting on huge can
vases of groups of dignitaries standing about in vari
ous positions and poses, is completely severed from 
everyday life. By destroying all experimentation in 
art, the Center confined its applied art (if one can 
speak of its existence at all) to a clumsy imitation of 
Western applied art which, however, is constantly 
renewed under the influence of experimental easel 
painting. When the cult of ugliness reigns in painting 
or sculpture and any daring passes as formalism, then 
applied art, cut off from its roots, is bound to prove 
sterile. 
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The multi-colored setting of Western life is sub
j ect to the law of osmosis. The average citizen of the 
West has no idea that a painter in a garret, a little
known musician, or a writer of "unintelligible" verse 
is a magician who shapes all those things in life which 
he prizes. Government officials give little thought to 
such matters for they consider them a waste of time. 
Since it is not a planned economy, the Western state 
cannot come to the aid of people working in the vari
ous arts. They go on, each pursuing his own chimera, 
sometimes dying of hunger; while nearby, wealthy 
men, not knowing ·what to do with their money, 
spend it on the latest whims of their benighted souls. 

This order of things revolts a person from the 
East. In his country, anyone who displays any talent 
is used. In the West, the same man would have very 
little chance of success. Western economy squanders 
talent to an incredible degree; and the few who do 
succeed owe their success as often to pure luck as to 
native ability. In the countries of the New Faith, the 
counterpart to this waste lies in the fact that the ca
pacity to follow the political line is a selective cri
terion by which the most mediocre often attain the 
greatest renown. Nevertheless, the artist or scholar 
in the East earns his living more easily than his col
league in the West. Even though the pressure of the 
Method is burdensome, its material compensations 
are not to be scorned. Many musicians, painters, 
and writers who had the opportunity to flee to the 
West did not do so because they felt it was better to 
compose, paint, or write somehow or other, rather 
than to teach or work in a factory, with no time or 
energy left in which to perfect their true craft. 
Many of those who were abroad returned to their 
own countries chiefly for this reason. 

Fear of the indifference with which the eco
nomic system of the West treats its artists and 
scholars is widespread among Eastern intellectuals. 
They say it is better to deal with an intelligent devil 
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than with a good-natured idiot. An intelligent devil 
understands their mutual interests and lets them live 
by a pen, a chisel, or a brush, caring for his clients 
and making his demands. A good-hearted idiot does 
not understand these interests, gives nothing and 
asks nothing-which in practice amounts to polite 
cruelty. 

To the people of the East it is axiomatic that the 
basic means of production should belong to the 
State, that they should be regulated according to a 
planned economy, and that their proceeds should be 
used for hygienic, cultural, scientific, and artistic 
ends. It is naive to seek partisans of capitalism in 
their midst. The something these people look for in 
the West is certainly not warmed-over watchwords 
of the French Revolution or the American War of 
Independence. They laugh at the argument that fac
tories and mines should belong to private individuals. 
Their search for something springs from a more or 
less clear understanding of the fact that the New 
Faith is incapable of satisfying the spiritual needs of 
mankind, for its efforts in that direction have with 
inexorable regularity turned into caricature. If they 
were forced to formulate what they seek, they 
would undoubtedly reply that they want a system 
with a socialist economy, but one in which man need 
not struggle desperately in the snake-like embrace 
of the Method. So they seek some sign indicating 
that real cultural values can arise outside the scope of 
the Method. But they must be lasting values, geared 
to the future, and therefore not products of obsolete 
concepts. Anything less would serve merely to con
firm the Method. The people in the countries of the 
New Faith know that only in the West can there ap
pear works that will bear the seeds of hope for the 
future. Perhaps discoveries no less important than 
those of Marx or Darwin have already been perfected 
in the workrooms of isolated philosophers. But how 
does one find them? 
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The Eastern intellectual is a severe cnttc of 
everything that penetrates to him from the West. He 
has been deceived so often that he does not want 
cheap consolation which will eventually prove all 
the more depressing. The War left him suspicious 
and highly skilled in unmasking sham and pretense. 
He has rej ected a great many books that he liked be
fore the War, as well as a great many trends in paint
ing or music, because they have not stood the test 
of experience. The work of human thought should 
withstand the test of brutal, naked reality. If it can
not, it is worthless. Probably only those things are 
worth while which can preserve their validity in the 
eyes of a man threatened with instant death. 

A man is lying under machine-gun fire on a 
street in an embattled city. He looks at the pave
ment and sees a very amusing sight: the cobblestones 
are standing upright like the quills of a porcupine. 
The bullets hitting against their edges displace and 
tilt them. Such moments in the consciousness of a 
man judge all poets and philosophers. Let us suppose, 
too, that a certain poet was the hero of the literary 
cafes, and wherever he went was regarded with curi
osity and awe. Yet his poems, recalled in such a mo
ment, suddenly seem diseased and highbrow. The 
vision of the cobblestones is unquestionably real, 
and poetry based on an equally naked experience 
could survive triumphantly that judgment day of 
man's illusions. In the intellectuals who lived through 
the atrocities of war in Eastern Europe there took 
place what one might call the elimination of emo
tional luxuries. Psychoanalytic novels incite them to 
laughter. They consider the literature of erotic com
plications, still popular in the West, as trash. Imita
tion abstract painting bores them. They are hungry 
-but they want bread, not hors d'oeuvres. 

Dialectical materialism awakens a response in 
them because it is earthy . They would willingly 
espouse a literature and art born outside the sphere 
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of the Method, but on condition that it be earthy, 
strong, and healthy. If only they could find it ! It is 
significant that everything in the West that is strong 
enough for their taste turns on questions of social 
structure and mass belief. Such books are frequently 
Stalinist, but even more often anti-Stalinist. A great 
many of them have read Koestler's Darkness at 
Noon. A few have become acquainted with Orwell's 
1 984; because it is both difficult to obtain and dan
gerous to possess, it is known only to certain mem
bers of the Inner Party. Orwell fascinates them 
through his insight into details they know well, and 
through his use of Swiftian satire. Such a form of 
writing is forbidden by the New Faith because al
legory, by nature manifold in meaning, would tres
pass beyond the prescriptions of socialist realism and 
the demands of the censor. Even those who know 
Orwell only by hearsay are amazed that a writer 
who never lived in Russia should have so keen a 
perception into its life. The fact that there are 
writers in the West who understand the functioning 
of the unusually constructed machine ot which they 
themselves are a part astounds them and argues 
against the "stupidity" of the West. 

Usually, what is strong in the West is purely 
negative. Its criticism of the New Faith is often ac
curate, but despite this, it points no way out, and 
introduces nothing to replace the Method. One can, 
it is true, say that it introduces a living man un
ashamed of his thoughts and capable of moving with
out the stilts'l supplied by citations from the authori
ties. To the Eastern intellectual, this is insufficient. 
One does not defeat a Messiah with common-sense 
arguments. 

The Christian religion which is restricted or even 
exterminated in the countries of the New Faith 
always evokes a considerable (albeit unhealthy) 
amount of interest. Do Western Christians take the 
necessary advantage of their freedom? One is forced 
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to the conclusion that they do not. Religion has be
come something in the nature of a vestigial custom, 
instances of which one finds in the folklore of various 
nations. Perhaps some pressure is needed if Chris
tianity is to be reborn. The religious fervor of the 
Christians in the people's democracies would seem to 
indicate as much. One merely wonders if theirs isn't 
the piety of a mouse caught in a trap, and if it hasn't 
come just a bit too late. 

The official order is to evince the greatest horror 
of the West. Everything is evil there : trains are late, 
stores are empty, no one has money, people are 
poorly dressed, the highly praised technology is 
worthless. If you hear the name of a Western writer, 
painter, or composer, you must scoff sarcastically, 
for to fight against "cosmopolitanism" is one of the 
basic duties of a citizen. Cosmopolitanism is defined 
as admiration for the (bourgeois) culture of the 
West. The term was invented in Moscow, and is not 
new in the history of Russia. Over a hundred years 
ago, Tsarist historians spoke with aversion of the 
"decadent West." It was in the decadent West of that 
time that Marx and Engels were writing, and it is 
from that West that it later proved necessary to im
port not only their work, but many other discoveries 
as well. In practice the fight against cosmopolitanism 
in the people's democracies takes the form of elabo
rate prescriptions indicating which Western writers 
of the past ( those "progressive for their day") can 
be translated, what Western painting and music 
(usually created before 1870)  is "healthy," etc. 

No matter how much trouble these detailed 
orders create for editors, publishers, and music di
rectors, the "fight against cosmopolitanism" is nt>t 
entirely without rational justification. Its motive in 
the Center is clear: too broad a scale of comparison 
is incompatible with the moral health of the citizens. 
In the people's democracies, which have been sub
j ected to Western influence for centuries, it is a ques-



42 

tion of liquidating bad habits. You break a smoker 
of his habit by taking away his cigarettes. 

In convincing himself that the Center is not 
completely wrong to combat "cosmopolitanism," the 
intellectual argues thus : the religion of Rome spread 
more or less over the area in which so-called Euro
pean civilization arose. Those countries which today 
form the Western provinces of the Imperium were 
for centuries the eastern peripheries ot that civiliza
tion. The growth of modern Europe, with its 
concurrent development of trade and industry, 
deepened the rift between "Europe" and its outlying 
"Eastern Marches." A citizen of Iowa asked to define 
what he means by "Europe" would probably name 
France, Holland, Italy, Germany. He ·would go no 
farther East, and he would imagine the inhabitants 
of that distant area to be a mixture ot untrustworthy, 
backward tribes. 

It is possible that our Iowan is an example of  
"historical lag," . that his ideas are the products of 
concepts which no longer coincide with facts. 
Nevertheless, his opinions are characteristic, and in 
fact reflected in American political moves which did 
not see Russia's occupation of the "Eastern Marches" 
as a loss that could have serious consequences. After 
all, it was in Western Europe that money and power 
accumulated through the centuries and that culture 
patterns arose which later spread to the East. (For 
example, Polish churches and palaces were built by 
Italian architects ; Polish popular art was shaped by 
Baroque; Polish poets admiringly followed the forms 
of French verse, etc.) The countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe were traditiopally "poor relations," 
a semi-colonial terrain. The West's attitude toward 
them was in general patronizing, and still does not 
differ much from the somewhat oversimplified opin
ions of the citizen of Iowa. 

The Pole, Czech, or Hungarian of average edu
cation knows a good bit about France, Belgium, or 
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Holland. The Frenchman, Belgian, or Hollander of 
average education knows little about Poland, Czech
oslovakia, or Hungary. The Eastern individual finds 
this state of affairs unreasonable, and feels a certain 
solidarity with the Russian who has old and unpleas
ant scores to settle with the West. Even though he is 
irritated by Russia's inferiority complex, which leads 
her to demand constant homage and assurances of 
her unquestionable superiority, the West's disdain of 
Central and Eastern Europe upsets him even more, 
for it seems to spring from a lack of recognition of 
the change in proportion which has occurred in the 
twentieth century. These countries have a large 
population which has displayed a definite ability to 
adapt itself to the exigencies of modem technology. 
They are rich in natural resources, and their mining 
and heavy industry are rapidly developing. Their 
worker no longer resembles the helpless emigrant 
who, setting out tor the West in search of bread, 
was forced to accept the lowest type of manual la
bor. Their technicians and scholars can compete 
successfully with their Western colleagues. Their 
writers and musicians cannot complain of any lack 
of talent. 

And what is more, from every point of view, 
these countries seem to be the most important part 
not only of Europe, but of the whole world:  if we 

assume that the New Faith will spread throughout 
the earth, then these are the first and therefore most 
interesting areas of the experiment outside Russia it
self. If we assume that the Center will lose, then the 
economic and culture patterns that will arise subse
quently in these countries will certainly be new, 
for there is no such thing in history as a return to 
the status quo. Then is one not justified in checking 
this idolatry of Western models which was so preva
lent among the cultivated circles of the "Eastern 
Marches"? Why should present-day French painting, 
born in a country living on remembered glories, be 
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imitated in Prague or Warsaw? Why should Eng
lish plays, written for a completely different public, 
be played in these Eastern capitals? One must break 
that habit of imitation which was inevitable as long 
as French, English, or Belgian capitals, investing in 
the mines, railroads, and factories of the "Eastern 
Marches," pushed its books, films, and styles upon 
them. Just as nationalized industry now stands on 
its own feet, so Eastern European cultures must learn 
to stand by their own strength. 

Unhappily, in freeing themselves from the spell 
of the West, the literature, science, and art of these 
Marches became totally dependent on the new 
metropolis. Once imitation was spontaneous and 
voluntary, but now it is obligatory. Any attempt to 
find one's own way is denounced as Titoism. Any 
attempt to reach into one's own national past is pos
sible only to the extent that that past parallels the 
development of the Russian nation. One may turn to 
folklore, obviously, and to the realistic plays of the 
nineteenth century. But, for example, Poland has a 
tradition of romantic drama which does not lend it
self to realistic representation. It also possesses a 
tradition of stage production which is known as 
"monumental theater." To continue such traditions 
would smack of dangerous heresy. The fight against 
"cosmopolitanism" is in reality nothing more than 
the act of emptying a retort and refilling it with a 
different fluid. In the past, a particular substance 
was created in this retort through the interaction of 
native and imported elements. Today the imported 
element appears in much purer form, for a sufficient 
number of laboratory workers are eager to maintain 
the necessary respect for the formula. 

In the last century, the "decadent West" was 
condemned by patriotic Russian historians because it 
was liberal, and because the ideas that emanated from 
it threatened autocratic governments. Nor was it 
only these defenders of the throne who criticized it 
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mercilessly. One has but to read Tolstoi's What Is 
Art? to get a picture of the scorn for Western so
phistication that is so typical of the Russians. Tolstoi 
regarded Shakespeare's plays as collections of bloody 
crimes, and French painting (this was the period of 
the flowering of Impressionism) as the daubs of de
generates. After the Revolution, when once again 
the social system of Russia differed from that of the 
West, it was not difficult to enlarge on this precedent 
with a goodly number of arguments. Didn't Russia's 
strength lie in its suspicion of the West; and weren't 
even the Tsarist historians working for the Revolu
tion by cultivating Russia's self-assurance and faith 
in the special calling of the nation? Conscious of  
their hitherto latent power, the "Scythians," a s  the 
great Russian poet Blok called his nation, at last 
began to march. Therefore, it would seem that the 
nations lying between the Baltic and Mediterranean 
seas would do well to imitate this Russian self
assurance and free themselves from the bad habit of 
parroting the West. 

The intellectual understands, of course, that he 
himself is "cosmopolitan" since he looks to the West 
for something. This does not mean, however, that he 
complains about the orders that have banished Pari
sian boulevard art, or American detective stories from 
his country. A great many cultural phenomena 
which excite the "elite" in Western countries are 
distasteful to him. Asked whether T. S. Eliot's The 
Cocktail Party should be played in his native land, 
he would undoubtedly answer "No";  whereas, he 
finds The Wasteland by the same author an interest
ing piece of poetry. The new acquisition that the 
people of Central and Eastern Europe will never 
want to relinquish is the feeling of responsibility for 
what the public gets from editors or producers. If, 
for example, one considers a play bad, one should 
not present it even though it might be a consider
able financial success. (Just imagine a Prague or War-
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saw worker looking at The Cocktail Party!) On 
the other hand, the ban on Stravinsky's Le Sacre du 
printemps is obviously absurd. The "cosmopolitan
ism" of the intellectual I describe is very moderate. 
He makes distinctions between what is worthy of his 
respect in the West and what owes its success to 
cheap publicity appealing to the taste of a dubious 
"elite." 

The superiority of Russian realist painting 
(pieredwizniki) over French Impressionism has been 
proved in Moscow. Unfortunately, the eye is used 
in the appreciation of a painting, and the most 
learned discourse cannot transform an ugly canvas 
into a great work of art-which is obviously to be 
deplored!  At every step, be it in the realm of aes
thetics or ethics, one encounters the opposition that 
the strangeness of man raises against the wisest of 
theories. It is reasonable that a responsibly raised 
child should inform on his father if he observes 
his behavior to be contrary to the good of the social 
order on whose well-being the happiness of all man
kind depends. And yet the disgust such behavior 
awakens in many people is just as inexplicable as 
their preference for Manet over Russian nineteenth
century realists. 

The recklessness with which the Russians are 
carrying out their mental operations in the people's 
democracies is reaching dangerous proportions. Con
sistent reasoning which orders one to by-pass a fact 
when a concept comes into conflict with reality must 
eventually lead to costly errors. Hitler's war on "de
generate art" sprang from the same seed as the new 
ethics of his party which ordered the slaughter of 
"inferior races" ; and in these very ideas lay the 
causes of his defeat. Knowing the Center's demand 
that science and art conform to the Method instead 
of searching for objective truth and beauty, the intel
lectual comes to the conclusion that it is not the wis
dom of the West that will cause the downfall of the 
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Imperium, but rather the aberrations to which the 
Method leads. 

Announcing Mendelian genetics to be wrong, 
the Center used roughly three groups of argu
ments : 1) It contradicts the dialectical interpretation 
of Darwin's theory of the natural selection of species 
because it stresses those elements of his theory which 
are the reflection of the social circumstances of Dar
win's day, namely, the pitiless struggle for existence 
in a capitalist society. (In place of the struggle for 
existence within a given species, one must substitute 
cooperation within a given species . )  2) It does not 
yield satisfactory practical results in agriculture. 3 )  
It can serve as the basis for racist theories, since an 
individual is "better" or "worse" according to his 
genes. All these arguments evidence the wish that 
reality were all one longs for it to be. Yet what will 
happen if Mendelian genetics proves to be consistent 
with scientific observation? No matter how loudly 
he applauds the speakers who annihilate Western 
genetics, the Eastern intellectual suspects he is the 
dupe of an enormous hoax similar to the hoaxes of 
German scholars who scientifically proved whatever 
was necessary to the Nazis at a particular moment. 

This constitutes one step in the direction of 
doubt about the dialectical method itself. Is it not 
based at times on an interpretation of signs in nature 
and in history which the interpreter carefully placed 
there himself? Dialectics is the "logic of contradic
tions" applicable, according to the wise men, to those 
cases where formal logic is inadequate, namely to 
phenomena in motion. Because human concepts as 
well as the phenomena observed by men are in mo
tion, "contradictions contained in the concepts are 
but reflections, or translations into the language of 
thought, of those contradictions which are con
tained in the phenomena." 

Very wel l ;  yet what about the example Ple
khanov goes on to cite to prove the inadequacy of 
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formal logic? Someone points to a young man whose 
beard is j ust beginning to grow and demands a reply 
to the question as to whether he does or does not 
have a beard. One cannot say he does not, for he has 
the beginnings of one. One cannot say he does, for 
it is not yet a beard. In a word, the beard is becom
ing; it is in motion; it is only a certain quantity of 
individual hairs which will one day become a quality 
called a beard. "Hell," mutters our intellectual, 
"these are nothing more than seventeenth-century 
rabinical exercises." The hairs growing on the chin 
of a young man are absolutely indifferent as to what 
name one will give them. There is no "transition" 
here from "quantity to quality," as the faithful so 
piously proclaim. The problem "beard or no beard" 
arises from the language we use, from our system of 
classification. What boundless vanity it is to ascribe 
to phenomena the contradictions in which we are en
tangled because of our clumsy concepts. 

But this is a very serious matter. The fate of 
the Imperium hangs on that unhappy chin. If all 
the historical analyses carried out according to the 
Method operate on the same sort of trickery-that 
is, if it first introduces the concepts, and then takes 
their contradictions to be the contradictions of the 
material observed-then the new Imperium may at 
any time trip itself in its own acrobatics. 

And yet the Eastern intellectual is terrorized by 
the Method. How can one explain this? Without con
fessing to anyone, he admits to himself that falseness 
exists in the very core of the Method. But this does 
not prevent him from ascribing to the Method any 
success he may have in working with material by 
other techniques. The Method exerts a magnetic 
influence on contemporary man because it alone 
emphasizes, as has never before been done, the 
flu id i ty and interdependence of phenomena. Since 
the people of the twentieth century find themselves 
in social circumstances where even the dullest mind 
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can see that "naturalness" is being replaced by 
fluidity and interdependence, thinking in categories 
of motion seems to be the surest means of seizing 
reality in the act. The Method is mysterious ; no one 
understands it completely-but that merely enhances 
its magic power. Its elasticity, as exploited by the 
Russians, who do not possess the virtue of modera
tion, can result at times in the most painful edicts. 
Nevertheless, history shows us that a healthy, reason
ing mind was rarely an effective guide through the 
labyrinth of human affairs. 

The Method profits from the discoveries of  
Marx and Engels, from their moral indignation, and 
from the tactics of their successors who have denied 
the rightness of moral indignation. It is like a snake, 
which is undoubtedly a dialectical creature : "Daddy, 
does a snake have a tail ? " asked the little boy. "Noth
ing but a tail," answered the father. This leads to un
limited possibilities, for the tail can begin at any 
point. Asking himself why he cannot escape from 
its embrace (even if he should want to ) ,  the intel
lectual replies that the measure of the Method's ac
curacy lies in the strength of those who rule in its 
name. They know how to erect a building with mo
bile walls on ground that is constantly shaken by 
earthquakes ; while the West, lacking equally per
fected blueprints, clings to a traditional architecture 
that threatens to crash. Certain walls of the dialec
tical structure are so monstrous that they make the 
inhabitants fear for the future of a building so con
structed. But when they compare it with the static 
architecture of the West, they believe at times that 
all humanity will have to move into more mobile 
apartments. 

The Eastern intellectual's attitude toward the 
West is therefore complicated, and not reducible to 
formulas of sympathy or antipathy. It is somewhat 
like disappointed love, and as we know, such decep
tion often leaves a sediment of sarcasm. It took such 
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a calamity to enable the new system, entirely con
trary to the predictions of Marx, to have been born 
in backward Russia, and for the Revolution to have 
become an enterprise directed by the bureaucrats 
of the Center and extended by military conquest. It 
took such a calamity to bring matters to the point 
where Europeans seeking to change the obsolete 
order of their countries must agree, also contrary 
to the predictions of Marx, to submit to a nation 
which has never known how to rule itself, and 
which in all its history has never known prosperity 
or freedom. What a terrible fate to have been born 
in such an era! This is what our intellectual thinks 
even as he pronounces a speech about the "supreme 
honor" it is to live in the "great Stalinist epoch." His 
function is, as he defiantly calls it, to "inoculate" 
others with the "basic principles of enthusiasm." It 
does not seem entirely unlikely to him that the West 
may emerge triumphant in its dispute with the 
Method. Still the Method, that is the revision of 
Marx according to Russian patterns, though it has 
many weaknesses, is a stronger weapon in the hands 
of the rulers than tanks or guns alone. And it works 
effectively. 

Experience has taught the Eastern intellectual 
to measure his moves carefully. He has seen too 
many who fell into the abyss of disfavor for a single 
thoughtless step, for a single impulsively written 
article. If the Imperium falls, it may prove possible 
in the ensuing chaos to seek new means of survival 
and action. Until that happens, one must work de
votedly for the triumph of the Imperium, secretly 
nourishing the hope that the "stupidity" of the West 
is not so unbounded as one is led to suppose. If only 
the people in the West really understood the mech
anism of the "great Stalinist epoch," and if only they 
would act accordingly ! Everything would seem to 
indicate that they do not understand. But perhaps, 
perhaps they will? 



• Chapter Three Ketman 

Officially, contradictions do not exist m the 
minds of the citizens in the people's democracies. 
Nobody dares to reveal them publicly. And yet the 
question of how to deal with them is posed in real 
life. More than others, the members of the intellec
tual elite are aware of this problem. They solve it 
by becoming actors. 

It is hard to define the type of relationship that 
prevails between people in the East otherwise than 
as acting, with the exception that one does not per
form on a theater stage but in the street, office, fac
tory, meeting hall, or even the room one lives in. 
Such acting is a highly developed craft that places 
a premium upon mental alertness. Before it leaves 
the lips, every word must be evaluated as to its con
sequences. A smile that appears at the wrong mo
ment, a glance that is not all it should be can occa
sion dangerous suspicions and accusations. Even one's 
gestures, tone of voice, or preference for certain 
kinds of neckties are interpreted as signs of one's 
political tendencies. 

A visitor from the Imperium is shocked on com
ing to the West. In his contacts with others, begin
ning with porters or taxi drivers, he encounters no  
resistance. The people he  meets are completely re
laxed. They lack that internal concentration which 
betrays itself in a lowered head or in restlessly mov
ing eyes. They say whatever words come to their 
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tongues; they laugh aloud. Is it possible that human 
relations can be so direct? 

Acting in daily life differs from acting in the 
theater in that everyone plays to everyone else, 
and everyone is fully aware that this is so. The fact 
that a man acts is not to his prejudice, is no proof of 
unorthodoxy. But he must act well, for his ability 
to enter into his role skillfully proves that he has 
built his characterization upon an adequate founda
tion. If he makes a passionate speech against the 
West, he demonstrates that he has at least 10 per 
cent of the hatred he so loudly proclaims. If he con
demns vVestern culture lukewarmly, then he must 
be attached to it in reality. Of course, all human be
havior contains a significant amount of acting. A 
man reacts to his environment and is molded by it 
even in his gestures. Nevertheless, what we find in 
the people's democracies is a conscious mass play 
rather than automatic imitation. Conscious acting, if 
one practices it long enough, develops those traits 
which one uses most in one's role, just as a man who 
became a runner because he had good legs develops 
his legs even more in training. After long acquaint
ance with his role, a man grows into it so closely that 
he can no longer differentiate his true self from the 
self he simulates, so that even the most intimate of 
individuals speak to each other in Party slogans. To 
identify one's self with the role one is obliged to play 
brings relief and permits a relaxation of one's vigi
lance. Proper reflexes at the proper moment be
come truly automatic. 

This happens in literature as well . A poet writing 
a piece of propaganda does not confine himself to 
a purely rationalistic approach. Imbued with the 
thought that poetry ideally should be suited to reci
tation in chorus at a meeting, he begins by tuning 
himself to an appropriate pitch of collective emo
tion before he can release himself in words. In the 
theater, the actor who plays the Cid, for example, il 
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the Cid on stage. Yet not every actor, even if he is 
young and well�built, can play the Cid ;  he must have 
an inborn capacity to release himself emotionally 
in that role. Poetry as we have known it can be 
defined as the individual temperament refracted 
through social convention. The poetry of the New 
Faith can, on the contrary, be defined as social con
vention refracted through the individual tempera
ment. That is why the poets who are most adapted 
to the new situation are those endowed with dra
matic talent. The poet creates the character of an 
ideal revolutionary and writes his verses as the mon
ologue of this character. He does not speak for 
himself but for the ideal citizen. His results are rem
iniscent of songs written to be sung on the march 
since the aim is the same-the forging of the fetters 
of collectivity that bind together an advancing col
umn of soldiers. The best examples of such song
slogans are certain verses of the German poet, 
Berthold Brecht, which are superior to the works of 
other Eastern poets because Brecht is fully conscious 
of the histrionic process involved. 

Even though the identification ot the play with 
private thought-property is carried very far, a large 
residue of unassimilated matter remains which forces 
one to keep alert. A constant and universal masquer
ade creates an aura that is hard to bear, yet it grants 
the performers certain not inconsiderable satisfac
tions. To say something is white when one thinks it 
black, to smile inwardly when one is outwardly sol
emn, to hate when one manifests love, to know when 
one pretends not to know, and thus to play one's 
adversary for a fool ( even as he is playing you for 
one)-these actions lead one to prize one's own cun
ning above all else. Success in the game becomes a 
source of satisfaction. Simultaneously, that which 
we protect from prying eyes takes on a special value 
because it is never clearly formulated in words and 
hence has the irrational charm of things purely emo-
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tional. Man takes refuge in an inner sanctuary 
which is the more precious the greater the price he 
pays in order to bar others from access to it. 

Acting on a comparable scale has not occurred 
often in the history of the human race. Yet in try
ing to describe these new mores, we happen across 
a striking analogy in the Islamic civilization of 
the Middle East. Not only was the game played in 
defense of one's thoughts and feelings well-known 
there, but indeed it was transformed into a perma
nent institution and graced with the name of Ket
man. 

What is Ketman? I found its description in a 
book by Gobineau entitled Religions and Philoso
phies of Central Asia. Gobineau spent many years 
in Persia ( from 1 855 to 1 858 he was a secretary in the 
French legation, from 1 86 1  to 1 863  he was French 
minister) , and we cannot deny his gift for keen ob
servation, even though we need not necessarily agree 
with the conclusions of this rather dangerous writer. 
The similarities between Ketman and the customs 
cultivated in the countries of the New Faith are so 
striking that I shall permit myself to quote at length. 

The people of the Mussulman East believe that 
"He who is in possession of truth must not expose 
his person, his relatives or his reputation to the blind
ness, the folly, the perversity of those whom it has 
pleased God to place and maintain in error." One 
must, therefore, keep silent about one's true convic
tions if possible. 

"Nevertheless," says Gobineau, "there are occa
sions when silence no longer suffices, when it may 
pass as an avowal. Then one must not hesitate. Not 
only must one deny one's true opinion, but one is 
commanded to resort to all ruses in order to deceive 
one's adversary. One makes all the protestations of 
faith that can please him, one performs all the rites 
one recognizes to be the most vain, one falsifies one's 
own books, one exhausts all possible means of deceit. 
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Thus one acquires the multiple satisfactions and 
merits of having placed oneself and one's relatives 
under cover, of not having exposed a venerable faith 
to the horrible contact of the infidel, and finally of 
having, in cheating the latter and confirming him in 
his error, imposed on him the shame and spiritual 
misery that he deserves. 

"Ketman fills the man who practices it with 
pride. Thanks to it, a believer raises himself to a per
manent state of superiority over the man he deceives, 
be he a minister of state or a powerful king; to him 
who uses Ketman, the other is a miserable blind man 
whom one shuts off from the true path whose exist
ence he does not suspect; while you, tattered and 
dying of hunger, trembling externally at the feet of 
duped force, your eyes are filled with light, you walk 
in brightness before your enemies. It is an unintelli
gent being that you make sport of; it is a dangerous 
beast that you disarm. What a wealth of pleasures ! "  

How far Ketman can go is demonstrated by the 
founder of one sect, Hadzhi-Sheikh-Ahmed. "Al
though he left behind many works of theology, he 
never openly advanced in his books, as even his most 
passionate disciples avow, anything which could 
place the reader on the path of the ideas attributed 
to him today. But everyone affirms he practiced Ket
man and that in private he was extremely daring and 
precise in establishing order in the doctrines which 
bear his name today." We cannot wonder, therefore, 
that, as a certain Persian admitted in conversation 
with Gobineau, "there is not a single true IVIoslem 
in Persia." 

Not everyone was as careful as Hadzhi-Sheikh
Ahmed. To some, Ketman was useful in the prepara
tory period, but when they felt themselves suffi
ciently strong, they proclaimed their heresy openly. 
Here, for example, is the description of the itinerant 
preachings of Sadra, the disciple of A vicenna. 

"He too was afraid of the mullahs. To incite 
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their distrust was inevitable, but to provide a solid 
basis, furnish proof for their accusations, that would 
have been to expose himself to endless persecutions, 
and to compromise at the same time the future of 
the philosophical restoration he meditated. There
fore he conformed to the demands of his times and 
resorted to the great and splendid expedient of Ket
man. When he arrived in a city he was careful to 
present himself humbly to all the moudjteheds or 
doctors of the region. He sat in a corner of their 
salons, their talars, remained silent usually, spoke 
modestly, approved each word" that escaped their 
venerable lips. He was questioned about his knowl
edge ; he expressed only ideas borrowed from the 
strictest Shiite theology and in no way indicated that 
he concerned himself with philosophy. After several 
days, seeing him so meek, the moudj tehcds them
selves engaged him to give public lessons. He set to 
work immediately, took as his text the doctrine of 
ablution or some similar point, and split hairs over 
the prescriptions and inner doubts of the subtlest 
theoreticians. This behavior delighted the mullahs. 
They lauded him to the skies ; they forgot to keep 
an eye on him. They themselves wanted to see him 
lead their imaginations through less placid questions. 
He did not refuse. From the doctrine of ablution he 
passed to that of prayer; from the doctrine of 
prayer, to that of revelation ; from revelation, to di
vine unity and there, with marvels of ingenuity, reti
cence, confidences to the most advanced pupils, self
contradiction, ambiguous propositions, fallacious 
syllogisms out of which only the initiated could see 
their way, the whole heavily seasoned with unim
peachable professions of faith, he succeeded in 
spreading A vicennism throughout the entire lettered 
class; and when at last he believed he could reveal 
himself completely, he drew aside the veils, repu
diated Islam, and showed himself the logician, the 
metaphysician that he really was." 
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Islamic Ketman and the Ketman of the twenti
eth century in Europe seem to differ only in that 
the boldness Sadra permitted himself would instantly 
have brought him to a sad end in Europe. Neverthe
less, Ketman in its narrowest and severest forms is 
widely practiced in the people's democracies. As in 
Islam, the feeling of superiority over those who are 
unworthy of attaining truth constitutes one of the 
chief j oys of people whose lives do not in general 
abound in pleasures. "Deviations," the tracing of 
which creates so many troubles for the rulers, are 
not an illusion. They are cases of accidental unmask
ings of Ketman; and those who are most helpful in 
detecting deviations are those who themselves prac
tice a similar form of Ketman. Recognizing in other 
acrobats the tricks they themselves employ, they take 
advantage of the first occasion to down an opponent 
or friend. Thus they protect themselves ; and the 
measure of dexterity is to anticipate by at least one 
day the similar accusation which could be leveled 
against them by the man they denounce. Since the 
number of varieties of Ketman is practically unlim
ited, the naming of deviations cannot keep pace with 
the weeding of a garden so full of unexpected speci
mens of heresy. Every new commentary on the pre
cepts of the New Faith proclaimed by the Center 
multiplies the internal reservations of those who are 
externally the most faithful. It is impossible to enu
merate all the forms of Ketman that one can discover 
in the people's democracies. I shall try, however, to 
proceed somewhat in the manner of a naturalist de
termining major groups and families. 

National Ketman is broadly diffused throughout 
the masses, and even the upper brackets of the Party 
in the various dependent states are not free of it. 
Because Tito, like Sadra, announced his heresy to all 
the world, millions of human beings in the people's 
democracies must employ exceedingly ingenious 
means of masking themselves. Instructive displays of 
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condemnation of those who wished to follow the 
national road to socialism in individual Eastern capi
tals taught the public what kind of phrases and re
flexes can expose one to reproach for harboring this. 
fatal tendency. The surest safeguard is to manifest 
loudly one's awe at Russia's achievements in every 
field of endeavor, to carry Russian books under one's 
arm, to hum Russian songs, to applaud Russian actors 
and musicians enthusiastically, etc. A writer who has 
not consecrated a single work to outstanding Russian 
figures or to Russian life, but has confined himself 
to national themes, cannot consider himself entirely 
safe. The chief characteristic of the people who 
practice this Ketman is an unbounded contempt for 
Russia as a barbaric country. Among the workers 
and peasants it is most often purely emotional, and 
based on observation of either the soldiers of the 
liberating army, or (since during the war a great 
many were in areas directly administered by the Rus
sians) of Russians in their daily life. 

Because until now the living standard of the 
masses in Russia was so much lower than that of 
the so-called people's democracies, national Ketman 
finds abundant nourishment. It cannot be defined 
simply as nationalism. For many centuries hatred ex
isted between the Central European Slavs and the 
Germans, still it was colored among the Slavs by a 
respect for Germany's material achievements. On the 
other hand, perceiving by comparison the greater re
finement of his own customs, his greater organiza
tional ability (be it only in respect to transportation 
or the handling of machinery) , the Central European 
would express his attitude toward Russia, if he could, 
by a disdainful shrug of his shoulders-which, how
ever, doesn't prevent him from shuddering in fear 
before the countless hordes pouring out of the Euro
Asian continent. 

But this Ketman is not exclusively emotional in 
its appeal. Amid the young intelligentsia of working-
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class ongm the overwhelming opmwn can be  
summed up shortly a s  "Socialism-yes, Russia-no" ; 
and this is where the subtleties of doctrinal differ
ences arise. The countries of Europe, this line of rea
soning begins, are infinitely more prepared to realize 
socialism than Russia. Their population is more intel
ligent; most of their land is under cultivation; their 
systems of communication and their industry are 
more highly developed. Measures based on absolute 
cruelty are unnecessary and even pointless since 
there exists a greater degree of social discipline. 
Nevertheless, "the national road to socialism" has 
been condemned and many efforts made to prove 
that whoever is opposed to total adaptation to Rus
sian models and to surrendering to Russian dictator
ship is a traitor who must share the fate of Tito
that is, must come out against the Center and thus 
weaken its war potential without which there can 
be no revolution on a world scale. To pronounce 
oneself against this thesis would be to deny the New 
Faith and to introduce in its place a different faith, 
for example one directly linked to J\!Iarx and Engels. 
Many do so. Others, seeing in the alliance between 
Tito and the West an example of historical fatality, 
and rej ecting the idea that this fatality may be due 
simply to the Center's policy toward dependent na
tions, shut themselves up in a Ketman which does not 
hamper the Center in its external acts. A true Mos
lem, even though he be deeply attached to his Ket
man, never seeks to injure Islam in those areas where 
it is fighting for its life against unbelievers. Such 
Ketman expresses itself only in practical moves 
which do no harm in the world struggle, but which 
on the other hand safeguard national interests when
ever possible. 

The Ketman of Revolutionary Purity is a rare 
variety, more common in the large cities of Russia 
than in the people's democracies. It is based on a be
lief in the "sacred fire of the revolutionary epoch 
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of Lenin" which burns in such a poet as Mayakovski. 
Mayakovski's suicide in 1930  marked the end of an 
era distinguished by the flowering of literature, the 
theater, and music. The "sacred fire" was dampened, 
collectivization was introduced mercilessly, millions 
of Soviet citizens perished in slave labor camps, a 
ruthless policy toward non-Russian nations was es
tablished. Literature became flat and colorless under 
the influence of imposed theories ; Russian painting 
was destroyed;  Russian theater, then the foremost 
in the world, was deprived of freedom to experiment; 
science was subjected to directives from Party chiefs. 
A man who reasons thus hates Him with all his heart, 
holding Him responsible for the terrible lot of the 
Russian people and for the hatred they inspire in 
other nations. 

Still, he is not altogether sure whether He is nec
essary or not. Perhaps in extraordinary periods such 
as the present the appearance of a tyrant must be 
considered desirable. Mass purges in which so many 
good communists died, the lowering of the living 
standard of the citizens, the reduction of artists and 
scholars to the status of yes-men, the extermination 
of entire national groups-what other man would 
dare undertake such measures? After all, Russia stood 
firm against Hitler; the Revolution weathered the at
tack of enemy armies. In this perspective, His acts 
.•eem effective and even justified, perhaps, by an ex
ceptional historical situation. If He had not instituted 
an exceptional terror in the year 1937 ,  wouldn't 
there have been more people willing to help Hitler 
than there actually were? For example, doesn't the 
present-day line in scholarship and art, no matter 
how at odds it may be at times with common sense, 
effectually raise Russian morale in the face of the war 
that threatens? He is an infamous blot on the bright 
New Faith, but a blemish we must tolerate for the 
moment. And indeed we must even support Him. 
The "sacred fire" has not gone out. When vic-
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tory is achieved, it will burst forth again with its old 
strength, the bonds He imposed will fall away, and 
relations between nations will operate on new and 
better principles. This variety of Ketman was wide
spread if not universal in Russia during the Second 
World War, and its present form is a rebirth of an 
already once-deceived hope. 

Aesthetic Ketman is born of the disparity be
tween man's longings and the sense-satisfactions the 
New Faith offers. A man of taste cannot approve the 
results of official pressure in the realm of culture no 
matter how much he applauds the latest verses, how 
many flattering reviews he writes of current art ex
positions, nor how studiously he pretends that the 
gloomy new buildings coincide with his personal 
preferences in architecture. He changes completely 
within the four walls of his home. There one finds 
( if he is a well-situated intellectual ) reproductions 
of works of art officially condemned as bourgeois, 
records of modern music, and a rich collection of 
ancient authors in various languages. This luxury of 
splendid isolation is pardoned him so long as his crea
tive work is effective propaganda. To protect his po
sition and his apartment (which he has by the grace 
of the State) ,  the intellectual is prepared to make any 
sacrifice or compromise; for the value of privacy in a 
society that affords little if any isolation is greater 
than the saying "my home is my castle" can lead one 
to surmise. Two-way television screens installed in 
private homes to observe the behavior of citizens in 
seclusion belong as yet to the future. Hence, by lis
tening to foreign radio stations and reading good 
books, he profits from a moment of relaxation; that 
is, of course, if he is alone, for as soon as guests ar
rive the play begins anew. 

Never has there been a close study of how nec
essary to a man are the experiences which we clum
sily call aesthetic. Such experiences are associated 
with works of art for only an insignificant number 
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of individuals. The majority find pleasure of an 
aesthetic nature in the mere fact of their existence 
within the stream of life. In the cities, the eye meets 
colorful store displays, the diversity of human types. 
Looking at passers-by, one can guess from their faces 
the story of their lives. This movement of the imagi
nation when a man is walking through a crowd has 
an erotic tinge ; his emotions are very close to physi
ological sensations. He rej oices in dresses, in the flash 
of lights ; while, for instance, Parisian markets with 
their heaps of vegetables and flowers, fish of every 
shape and hue, fruits, sides of meat dripping with 
every shade of red offer delights, he need not go 
seeking them in Dutch or Impressionist painting. He 
hears snatches of arias, the throbbing of motors 
mixed with the warble of birds, called greetings, 
laughter. His nose is assailed by changing odors : 
coffee, gasoline, oranges, ozone, roasting nuts, per
fumes. 

Those who have sung of the large cities have 
consecrated many pages to the description of this 
joyous immersion in the reservoir of universal life. 
The swimmer who trusts himself to the wave, and 
senses the immensity of the element that surrounds 
him lives through a like emotion. I am thinking of 
such great singers of the city as Balzac, Baudelaire, 
and Whitman. It would seem that the exciting and 
invigorating power of this participation in mass life 
springs from the feeling of potentiality , of constant 
unexpectedness, of a mystery one ever pursues. 

Even the life of the peasants, though it be dulled 
by brutalizing hand labor, allows for aesthetic 
expression in the rhythm of custom, the rites of 
the church, holy pictures, country fairs, native cos
tumes, paper flower decorations, folk sculptures, mu
sic, and dances. 

In the countries of the New Faith the cities lose 
their former aspect. The liquidation of small private 
enterprises gives the streets a stiff and institutional 
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look. The chronic lack of consumer goods renders 
the crowds uniformly gray and uniformly indigent. 
When consumer products do appear, they are of a 
single second-rate quality. Fear paralyzes individual
ity and makes people adjust themselves as much as 
possible to the average type in their gestures, cloth
ing, and facial expressions. Cities become filled with 
the racial type well-regarded by the rulers : short, 
square men and women, with short legs and wide 
hips. This is the proletarian type, cultivated to an 
extreme, thanks to binding aesthetic standards. (We 
know that these same dumpy women and stocky 
men could change completely under the influence 
of films, painting, and fashion, for America has 
proved that mass communication is at least as impor
tant as diet in determining physical appearance . )  
Streets, factories, and meeting places sport the inevi
table red flags and painted slogans. The new build
ings are monumental and oppressive, lightness and 
charm in architecture being condemned as formal
istic. The number of aesthetic experiences accessible 
to a city-dweller in the countries of the New Faith 
is uncommonly limited. The only place of magic is 
the theater, for the spell of the theater exists even 
though confined by the commands of socialist real
ism which define both the contents of a play and 
stage decor. The tremendous popular success of au
thors like Shakespeare is due to the fact that their 
fantasy triumphs even within the bounds of natural
istic stage setting. The hunger for stmngeness that is 
so great inside the Imperium should give the rulers 
pause ; yet in all probability it does not, for they con
sider such longings derelicts from the past. 

In the villages, where the entire former pat
tern of custom is to be abolished through the trans
formation of peasants into agricultural workers, there 
still remain survivals of the individual peasant cul
tures which slowly stratified over the centuries. Still, 
let us speak frankly, the main supports of this cui-
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ture were usually the wealthier peasants. The battle 
against them, and their subsequent need to hide, must 
lead to the atrophy of peasant dress, decoration of 
huts, cultivation of private gardens, etc. There is a 
definite contradiction between the official protection 
of folklore (as a harmless form of national culture 
designed to satisfy patriotic tendencies) and the ne
cessities of the new economic structure. 

In these conditions aesthetic Ketman has every 
possibility of spreading. It is expressed not only in 
that unconscious longing for strangeness which is 
channeled toward controlled amusements like thea
ter, film, and folk festivals, but also into various 
forms of escapism. Writers burrow into ancient texts, 
comment upon and re-edit ancient authors. They 
write children's books so that their fancy may have 
slightly freer play. Many choose university careers 
because research into literary history offers a safe 
pretext for plunging into the past and for converse 
with works of great aesthetic value. The number of 
translators of former prose and poetry multiplies. 
Painters seek an outlet for their interests in il lustra
tions for children's books, where the choice of gaudy 
colors can be justified by an appeal to the "naive" 
imagination of children. Stage managers, doing their 
duty by presenting bad contemporary works, en
deavor to introduce into their repertoires the plays 
of Lope de Vega or Shakespeare-that is, those of 
their plays which are approved by the Center. 

Some representatives of the plastic arts are so 
daring that they reveal their Ketman to no small 
degree by proclaiming the need of an aesthetic of 
everyday life, and by establishing special institutes 
to design fabrics, furniture, glass, and ceramics for 
industry. There is money for such enterprises, and 
they find support among the most intelligent dialec
ticians of the upper circles of the Party. Such efforts 
deserve respect when one considers that before the 
Second World War Poland and Czechoslovakia were, 
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aside from Sweden and Finland, the leading countries 
in interior decoration. Nevertheless, there is no rea
son why that which passes as formalism in painting 
and architecture should be tolerated for any length 
of time in the applied arts. 

The rationalization of aesthetic Ketman is obvi
ous : since everything is planned in a socialist econ
omy, why not proceed to a planned satisfaction of 
the aesthetic needs of human beings? Here, however, 
we trespass upon the treacherous territory of the 
demon, Psychology. To admit that a man's eye has 
need of exultant colors, harmonious forms, or light 
sunny architecture is to affirm that the taste of the 
Center is bad. However, even there one can see some 
progress. They are already erecting skyscrapers pat
terned after the buildings raised in Chicago about 
the year 1900. It is possible that in the year 2000 they 
will officially introduce art forms that today are con
sidered modern in the West. But how can one still 
the thought that aesthetic experiences arise out of 
something organic, and that the union of color and 
harmony with fear is as difficult to imagine as bril
liant plumage on birds living in the northern tun
dras? 

Professional Ketman is reasoned thus: since I 
find myself in circumstances over which I have no 
control, and since I have but one life and that is 
fleeting, I should strive to do my best. I am like a 
crustacean attached to a crag on the bottom of the 
sea. Over me storms rage and huge ships sai l ;  but my 
entire effort is concentrated upon clinging to the 
rock, for otherwise I will be carried off by the waters 
and perish, leaving no trace behind. If I am a scien
tist I attend congresses at which I deliver reports 
strictly adhering to the Party line. But in the labora
tory I pursue my research according to scientific 
methods, and in that alone lies the aim of life. If my 
work is successful, it matters little how it will be 
presented and toward whose glory. Discoveries made 
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in the name of a disinterested search for truth are 
lasting, whereas the shrieks of politicians pass. I must 
do all they demand, they may use my name as they 
wish, as long as I have access to a laboratory and 
money for the purchase of scientific instruments. 

If I am a writer, I take pride in my literary 
achievements. Here, for example, is my treatise on 
Swift, a Marxist analysis. This type of analysis, which 
is not synonymous with the Method or the New 
Faith, makes possible a keen penetration into histori
cal events. Marx had a genius for observation. In fol
lowing him one is secure against attack, for he is, 
after all, the prophet; and one can proclaim one's be
lief in the Method and the New Faith in a preface 
fulfilling much the same function as dedications to 
kings or tsars in times past. Here is my translation of 
a sixteenth-century poem, or my novel whose scene 
is laid in the distant past. Aren't they of permanent 
value? Here are my translations from Russian. They 
are viewed with approbation and have brought me 
a large sum of money, but certainly Pushkin i s  a great 
poet, and his worth is not altered by the fact that to
day his poems serve Him as a means of propaganda. 
Obviously I must pay for the right to practice my 
profession with a certain number of articles and odes 
in the way of tribute. Still one's life on earth is not 
judged by transitory panegyrics written out of neces
sity. 

These two examples of professional Ketman 
should demonstrate how little discomfort it creates 
for the rulers. It is the source of considerable 
dynamic force and one cause of the tremendous im
petus toward education. The obj ect is to establish 
some special field in which one can release one's en
ergies, exploit one's knowledge and sensibility, and 
at the same time escape the fate of a functionary 
entirely at the mercy of political fluctuations. The 
son of a worker who becomes a chemist makes a per
manent advance. The son of a worker who becomes 
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a member of the security police rises to the surface, 
where large ships sail but where the sea is changeable 
and stormy. But most important of all, chemical ex
periments, bridges, translations of poetry, and medi
cal care are exceptionally free of falsity. The State, 
in its turn, takes advantage of this Ketman because 
it needs chemists, engineers, and doctors. From time 
to time, it is true, there come from above muffied 
grumbles of hatred against those who practice Ker
man in the realm of humanistic studies. Fadeyev, 
Moscow's literary overseer, attacked the University 
of Leningrad because one of its students had writ
ten a dissertation on the English poet, Walter Savage 
Landor. "Who needs Landor? Who ever heard of 
him? " cried Fadeyev. So it would seem that modera
tion and watchfulness are indicated for those who 
espouse this form of Ketman. 

Sceptical Ketman is widely disseminated through
out intel lectual circles. One argues that humanity 
does not know how to handle its knowledge or how 
to resolve the problems of production and division 
of goods. The first scientific attempts to solve social 
problems, made in the nineteenth century, are in
teresting but not precise enough. They happened, 
however, into the hands of the Russians who, unable 
to think otherwise than dogmatically, raised these 
first attempts to the dignity of dogma. What is hap
pening in Russia and the countries dependent upon 
her bespeaks a kind of insanity, but it is not impos
sible that Russia wil l  manage to impose her insanity 
upon the whole world and that the return to reason 
will occur only after two or three hundred years. 
Finding oneself in the very midst of an historical 
cyclone, one must behave as prudently as possible, 
yielding externally to forces capable of destroying 
all adversaries. This does not prevent one from tak
ing pleasure in one's observations, since what one 
beholds is indeed unprecedented. Surely man has 
never before been subj ected to such pressure, never 
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has he had to writhe and wriggle so to adapt himself 
to forms constructed according to the books but 
obviously not to his size. All his intellectual and emo
tional capacities are put to the test. 

Whoever contemplates this daily sight of repu
diation and humiliation knows more about man than 
an inhabitant of the West who feels no pressure other 
than that of money. The accumulating of this store 
of observations is the activity of a miser who counts 
his treasure in secret. Since this Ketman is based on 
a total lack of belief in the Method, it helps one con,.. 
form externally to the obligatory line by allowing 
for complete cynicism, and therefore for elasticity 
in adjusting oneself to changing tactics. 

Metaphysical Ketman occurs generally in coun
tries with a Catholic past. Most examples of it within 
the Imperium are found in Poland. This Ketman 
depends upon a suspended belief in a metaphysical 
principle of the world. A man attached to this Ket
man regards the epoch in which he lives as anti
metaphysical, and hence as one in which no meta
physical faith can emerge. Humanity is learning to 
think in rationalistic and materialistic categories ; it 
is burdened with immediate problems and entangled 
in a class war. Other-worldly religions are crum
bling, living through a period of crisis and, what is 
worse, serving to defend the obsolete order. This 
does not mean that mankind wi ll not return to a bet
ter and purified religion in the future. Perhaps the 
New Faith is an indispensable purgatory; perhaps 
God's purpose is being accomplished through the 
barbarians, i.e. the Center, who are forcing the masses 
to awaken out of their lethargy. The spiritual fare 
these masses receive from the New Faith is inferior 
and insufficient. Still one must commend the Center 
for breaking new ground and for demolishing exter
nally splendid but internally rotten fa�ades. One 
should cooperate in this task without betraying one's 
attachment to the Mystery. All the more so because 
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the Mystery has no possibility of appearing in litera
ture, for example, and because neither the language 
nor the ideas at the disposal of contemporary man 
are ripe enough to express it. 

This metaphysical Ketman in its turn has a num
ber of varieties. Certain practicing Catholics serve 
even in the security police, and suspend their Ca
tholicism in executing their inhumane work. Others, 
trying to maintain a Christian community in the 
bosom of the New Faith, come out publicly as Cath
olics. They often succeed in preserving Catholic 
institutions, because the dialecticians are ready to 
accept so-called "progressive" and "patriotic" Catho
lics who comply in political matters. The mutual 
game is rather ambiguous. The rulers tolerate such 
Catholics as a temporary and necessary evil, reason
ing that the stage has not yet arrived at which one 
can utterly wipe out religion, and that it is better to 
deal with accommodating bigots than with refrac
tory ones. "Progressive Catholics" are, however, 
conscious of being relegated to a not particularly 
honorable place, that of shamans or witch-doctors 
from savage tribes whom one humors until one can 
dress them in trousers and send them to school. They 
appear in various state spectacles and are even sent 
abroad as shining testimonials to the Center's toler
ance toward uncivilized races. One can compare 
theit function to that of "noble savages" imported to 
the metropolis by colonial powers for state occasions. 
Their defense against total degradation is metaphysi
cal Kerman : they swindle the devil who thinks he 
is swindling them. But the devil knows what they 
think and is satisfied. 

What holds for such Catholics can be applied 
to members of other religions, as well as to persons 
outside any denomination. One of the most ominous 
reproaches leveled against writers is the suspicion 
that their verses, plays, or novels contain a "meta
physical residue." Since a writer is a civilizer who 
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dares not be a shaman or a sorcerer, the slightest 
signs of a metaphysical tendency in him are unfor
givable. The literature of the countries which, until 
the Second World War, were free from Moscow's 
domination betrayed especially strong inclinations 
in that direction, so that metaphysical deviation is of 
constant and imperative concern to the rulers. For 
instance, a play that introduces "strangeness," reveal
ing the author's interest in the tragedy of life, has 
no chance of being produced because the tragedy 
of human fate leads to thoughts about the mystery 
ot human destiny. One forgives certain writers like 
Shakespeare these predispositions, but there is no 
question of permitting any contemporary author to 
harbor them. It is for this reason that Greek trage
dies are not deemed suitable for theater repertoires. 
Marx loved the Greek tragedians, but let us not for
get that the connection between the New Faith and 
Marx is rather superficial. 

The New Faith is a Russian creation, and the 
Russian intelligentsia which shaped it had developed 
the deepest contempt for all art that does not serve 
social ends directly. Other social functions of art, 
probably the most important ones, consistently 
escaped its understanding. As for poetry, since its 
sources are hard to differentiate from the sources of 
all religion, it is singularly exposed to persecution. 
True, the poet is free to describe hills, trees, and 
flowers, but if he should feel that boundless exalta
tion in the face of nature that seized Wordsworth 
on his visit to Tintern Abbey, he is at once suspect. 
This is an excellent means of eliminating the legions 
of bad poets who like to confess their pantheistic 
flights publicly, but it is also a means of exterminat
ing poetry as a whole and replacing it by j ingles 
little better than the singing commercials broadcast 
over the radio in America. A painter, in turn, may 
be attacked quite as easily for using abbreviated and 
synthesized forms ( formalism) ,  as for an excessive 
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love of the beauty of the world, i.e. a contemplative 
attitude which signifies that he is a metaphysicist by 
temperament. A musician should see to it that his 
compositions are easy to translate into the language 
of common activities (enthusiasm for work, folk fes
tivities, etc. ) ,  and that no element remains which is 
difficult to grasp and hence dangerous. If metaphysi
cal Ketman is tolerated in the "savages," i.e. those 
who profess the Christian religion, in the artists who 
are considered the educators of society, it is severely 
punished. 

Ethical Ketman results from opposition to the 
ethics of the New Faith, which is based on the prin
ciple that good and evil are definable solely in terms 
of service or harm to the interests of the Revolution. 
Since exemplary behavior of citizens in their inter
relations aids the cause of socialism, great emphasis 
is placed upon individual morality. 

"The development of a new man" is the key 
point in the New Faith's program. Demands made 
upon Party members are exceedingly harsh. One ex
acts of them no small degree of abstinence. As a 
result, admission to the Party is not unlike entrance 
into a religious order; and the literature of the New 
Faith treats this act with a gravity equal to that with 
which Catholic literature speaks of the vows of 
young nuns. The higher one stands in the Party 
hierarchy, the more attentively is one's private life 
supervised. Love of money, drunkenness, or a con
fused love-life disqualify a Party member from hold
ing important offices. Hence the upper brackets of 
the Party are filled by ascetics devoted to the single 
cause of Revolution. As for certain human tools, de
prived of real influence but useful because of their 
names, even if they belong to the Party one tolerates 
or sometimes encourages their weaknesses, for they 
constitute a guarantee of obedience. The general 
ethical ideal of the New Faith is puritanical. If it 
were feasible to lodge all the citizens in cells and 
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release them only for work or for political meetings, 
that would undoubtedly be most desirable. But alas, 
one must make concessions to human nature. Pro
creation is possible only as a result of sexual relations 
between men and women, and one must take this 
inconvenience into account. 

The "new man" is conditioned to acknowledge 
the good of the whole as the sole norm of his behav
ior. He thinks and reacts like others; is modest, 
industrious, satisfied with what the state gives him; 
limits his private life to nights spent at home, and 
passes all the rest of his time amidst his companions 
at work or at play, observing them carefully and re
porting their actions and opinions to the authorities. 
Informing was and is known in many civilizations, 
but the New Faith declares it a cardinal virtue of 
the good citizen ( though the name itself is carefully 
avoided) .  It is the basis of each man's fear of his fel
low-men. Work in an office or factory is hard not 
only because of the amount of labor required, but 
even more because of the need to be on guard against 
omnipresent and vigilant eyes and ears. After work 
one goes t:o political meetings or special lectures, thus 
lengthening a day that is without a moment of relax
ation or spontaneity. The people one talks with may 
seem relaxed and careless, sympathetic and indignant, 
but if they appear so, it is only to arouse correspond
ing attitudes and to extract confidences which they 
can report to their superiors. 

In effect this cult of the community produces 
something which poisons the community itself. The 
mentality of the Party's sages is, indeed, rather 
strange. They make concessions to physiological hu
man weaknesses, but they refuse to admit that man 
has other foibles as well: that he feels fine when he 
can relax, and unhappy when he is afraid, that lying 
is bad for him because it creates internal tension. 
These weaknesses, together with others like the de
sire to better one's own lot at the expense of one's 
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fellow-men, transform the ethic which was originally 
founded on cooperation and brotherhood into an 
ethic of a war pitting all men against all others, and 
granting the greatest chances of survival to the craft
iest. Victory in this new struggle seems to belong to 
a breed different from that which was tavored to 
win in the battle tor money in the early days of in
dustrial capitalism. If biting dogs can be divided into 
two main categories, noisy and brutal, or silent and 
slyly vicious, then the second variety would seem 
most privileged in the countries of the New Faith. 
Forty or fifty years of education in these new ethical 
maxims must create a new and irretrievable species 
of mankind. The "new man" is not merely a postu
late. He is beginning to become a reality. 

Ethical Ketman is not rare among highly placed 
figures in the Party. These persons, no matter how 
capable they are of murdering millions of people in 
the name of Communism, try to compensate for their 
professional severity and are often more honorable 
in their personal relations than people who affect in
dividualistic ethics. Their capacity to sympathize and 
help is almost unlimited. Indeed this very feeling of 
compassion pushed them onto the road of revolution 
in their youth, and in this they reiterated the experi
ence of Marx himself. One finds this Ketman chiefly 
among the old Communists. Conflicts between friend
ship and the interests of the Revolution are matters 
they weigh at length in their conscience ; and they 
are pitiless only when completely convinced that, in 
shielding a friend or in refraining from denouncing 
him, they are inj uring that cause which is most pre
cious to them. Though they are usually esteemed as 
people of crystalline righteousness, they are not safe 
from frequent accusations of "intellectuality," a con
temptuous epithet for those who are blameless as 
theoreticians, but hampered in action by an over
sensitivity to ethical considerations. A revolutionary 
should be without scruples. It is bettet to cut down 
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human trees blindly than to wonder which among 
them are really rotten. 

This variety of Ketman is one of the most prev
alent in the people's democracies because the new 
ethic is of recent inculcation, whereas the ethic van
quished by the New Faith was ensconced there for 
centuries. One can never foresee when and in whom 
this Ketman will appear, which makes for an element 
of surprise. Individuals who give one every reason 
to suppose that they do not denounce others turn 
out to be inveterate informers ; individuals who are 
apparently most indifferent to "prejudices," show 
themselves inexplicably loyal toward their friends and 
even toward strangers. Since this Ketman augments 
the difficulties of controlling the citizens' thoughts, it 
is diligently sought out and penalized; yet the num
ber of situations to which it can be applied is so great 
that it often eludes all manner of pressure. 

The inhabitants of Western countries little real
ize that millions of their fellow-men, who seem 
superficially more or less similar to them, live in a 
world as fantastic as that of the men from Mars. 
They are unaware of the perspectives on human 
nature that Ketman opens. Life in constant internal 
tension develops talents which are latent in man. He 
does not even suspect to what heights of cleverness 
and psychological perspicacity he can rise when he 
is cornered and must either be skillful or perish. The 
survival of those best adapted to mental acrobatics 
creates a human type that has been rare until now. 
The necessities which drive men to Ketman sharpen 
the intellect. 

Whoever would take the measure of intellectual 
life in the countries of Central or Eastern Europe 
from the monotonous articles appearing in the 
press or the stereotyped speeches pronounced there, 
would be making a grave error. Just as theologians 
in periods of strict orthodoxy expressed their views 
in the rigorous language of the Church, so the 
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writers of the people's democracies make use of an 
accepted special style, terminology, and linguistic 
ritual. What is important is not what someone said 
but what he wanted to say, disguising his thought 
by removing a comma, inserting an "and," establish
ing this rather than another sequence in the problems 
discussed. Unless one has lived there one cannot 
know how many titanic battles are being fought, 
how the heroes of Kerman are falling, what this war
fare is being waged over. Obviously, people caught 
up in this daily struggle are rather contemptuous of 
their compatriot political emigres. A surgeon can
not consider a butcher his equal in dexterity; j ust so 
a Pole, Czech, or Hungarian practiced in the art of 
dissimulation smiles when he learns that someone in 
the emigration has called him a traitor (or a swine) 
at the very moment when this traitor (or swine ) is 
engaged in a match of philosophical chess on whose 
outcome the fate ot fifteen laboratories or twenty 
ateliers depends. They do not know how one pays
those abroad do not know. They do not know what 
one buys, and at what price. 

Kerman as a social institution is not entirely de
void of advantages. In order to evaluate them, one 
need only look at life in the West. Westerners, and 
especially Western intellectuals, suffer from a special 
variety of taedium vitae; their emotional and intel
lectual life is too dispersed. Everything they think 
and feel evaporates like steam in an open expanse. 
Freedom is a burden to them. No conclusions they 
arrive at are binding: it may be so, then again it may 
not. The result is a constant uneasiness. The happiest 
of them seem to be those who become Communists. 
They live within a wall which they batter themselves 
against, but which provides them with a resistance 
that helps them define themselves. Steam that once 
evaporated into the air becomes a force under pres
sure. An even greater energy is generated in those 
who must hide their Communist convictions, that is, 
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who must practice Ketman, a custom which is, after 
all, not unknown in the countries of the West. 

In short, Ketman means self-realization against 
something. He who practices Ketman suffers because 
of the obstacles he meets ; but if these obstacles were 
suddenly to be removed, he would find himself in a 
void which might perhaps prove much more pain
ful. Internal revolt is sometimes essential to spiritual 
1health, and can create a particular form of happiness. 
What can be said openly is often much less interest
ing than the emotional magic of defending one's pri
vate sanctuary. For most people the necessity of liv
ing in constant tension and watchfulness is a torture, 
but many intellectuals accept this necessity with mas
ochistic pleasure. 

He who practices Ketman lies. But would he be 
less dishonest if he could speak the truth? A painter 
who tries to smuggle illicit ( "metaphysical" ) delight 
in the beauty of the world into his picture of life on 
a collective farm would be lost if he were given com
plete freedom, for the beauty of the world seems 
greater to him the less free he is to depict it. A 
poet muses over what he would write if he were not 
bound by his political responsibilities, but could he 
realize his visions if he were at liberty to do so? Ket
man brings comfort, fostering dreams of what might 
be, and even the enclosing fence affords the solace 
of reverie. 

Who knows whether it is not in man's lack ot an 
internal core that the mysterious success ot the New 
Faith and its charm for the intellectual lie? By sub
j ecting man to pressure, the New Faith creates this 
core, or in any case the feeling that it exists. Fear 
of freedom is nothing more than fear of the void. 
"There is nothing in man," said a friend of mine, a 
dialectician. "He will never extract anything out of 
himself, because there is nothing there. You can't 
leave the people and write in a wilderness. Remem
ber that man is a function of social forces. Whoever 
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wants to be alone will perish." This is probably true, 
but I doubt if it can be called anything more than 
the law of our times. Feeling that there was nothing 
in him, Dante could not have written his Divine 
Comedy or Montaigne his Essays, nor could Chardin 
have painted a single still-life. Today man believes 
there is nothing in him, so he accepts anything, even 
if he knows it to be bad, in order ' to find himself at 
one with others, in order not to be alone. As long as 
he believes this, there is little one can reproach in his 
behavior. Perhaps it is better for him to breed a full
grown Ketman, to submit to pressure and thus feel 
that he is, than to take a chance on the wisdom of 
past ages which maintains that man is a creature of 
God. 

But suppose one should try to live without Ket
man, to challenge fate, to say : "If I lose, I shall not 
pity myself." Suppose one can live without outside 
pressure, suppose one can create one's own inner ten
sion-then it is not true that there is nothing in man. 
To take this risk would be an act of faith. 



• Chapter Four Alpha, the Mora l ist 

The history of the last decades in Central and 
Eastern Europe abounds in situations in regard to 
which all epithets and theoretical considerations lose 
meaning. A man's effort to match up to these situa
tions decides his fate. The solution each accepts 
differs according to those impalpable factors which 
constitute his individuality. 

Since the fate of millions is often most apparent 
in those who by profession note changes in them
selves and in others, i.e. the writers, a few portraits 
of typical Eastern European writers may serve as 
concrete examples of what is happening within the 
Imperium. 

The man I call Alpha is one of the best-known 
prose writers east of the Elbe. He was a close friend 
of mine, and memories of many difficult moments 
that we went through together tie us to each other. 
I find it hard to remain unmoved when I recall him. 
I even ask myself if I should subj ect him to this anal
ysis. But I shall do so because friendship would not 
prevent me from writing an article on his books in 
which I would say more or less what I shall say here. 

Before the War, he was a tall, thin youth with 
horn-rimmed glasses. He printed his stories in a cer
tain right-wing weekly that was held in low esteem 
by the literary circles of Warsaw, which were made 
up chiefly of Jews or of people who looked with dis
taste on the racist and totalitarian yearnings of this 
publication. The editor of the weekly had to some 
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degree discovered him, and had reason to congratu
late himself upon his choice, for Alpha's talent was 
developing rapidly. Very shortly, his first novel be
gan to appear serially in the weekly. It was later 
published by one of the leading houses, and created 
a great stir. 

His main interest was directed toward tragic 
moral conflicts. At the time many young writers 
were under the spell of Joseph Conrad's prose. Alpha 
was particularly susceptible to Conrad's style because 
he had a tendency to create solemn and hieratic 
characters. Night fascinated him. Small people with 
their powerful passions in a night whose silence and 
mystery embraced their fate in its gigantic folds
this was the usual formula of his novels and stories. 
His youthful works resembled Conrad's in their maj
esty and silence, and in a sense of the immensity of 
the inhuman, indifferent world. Alpha's position was 
metaphysical and tragic. He was tormented by the 
enigma of purity-moral purity and purity of tone 
in what he wrote. He distilled his sentences. He 
wanted each to be not merely a statement but, like a 
phrase in a musical composition, irreplaceable and 
effective in its very sound. 

This need for purity, I would say for other
worldly purity, was basic to his character; yet in his 
relations with people he was haughty and imperious. 
His pursuit of purity in his work was closely ljnked 
to his personal arrogance; the former was his · subli
mation, his other ego, the repository of all his hopes. 
The more he worried about his disordered private 
life, the more highly he prized his redeeming · activ 
ity, which is what his writing was for him, and the 
more he accorded to it the nature of a solemn rite. 
The one rank that could have sated his ambition was 
that of a cardinal. Slow movements, the flow of scar
let silk, the proffering of a ring to kiss-this for him 
was purity of gesture, self-expression through the 
medium of a better self. There are certain comic 
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actors who dream all their lives of playing a serious, 
dignified role ; in him, much the same motives were 
at play. Alpha, who was gifted with an exceptional 
sense of humor in conversation, changed completely 
when he began to write ; then he dwelt only in the 
highest registers of tragedy. His ambition reached 
further than fame as an author of well-written books. 
He wanted to be a moral authority. 

The novel I mentioned, which was his first big 
success, was widely acclaimed as a Catholic novel, 
and he was hailed as the most gifted Catholic writer, 
which in a Catholic country like Poland was no small 
matter. It is hard to say whether or not he really was 
a Catholic writer. The number of twentieth-century 
Catholic authors is negligible. So-called conversions 
of intellectuals are usually of a dubious nature, not 
significantly different from transitory conversions to 
surrealism, expressionism, or existentialism. 

Alpha was the kind of Catholic so many ot us 
were. This was a period of interest in Thomism and 
of references to Jacques Maritain in literary discus
sion. It would be wrong to maintain that for all these 
"intellectual Catholics" literary fashion alone was at 
stake; one cannot reduce the clutching gestures of a 
drowning man to a question of fashion. But it would 
be equally incorrect to consider literary debates 
based on a skillful juggling of Thomist terminology 
as symptoms of Catholicism. Be that as it may, the 
"intellectual Catholics" colored certain literary cir
cles. Theirs was a special political role ; they were 
foes of racism and totalitarianism. In this they 
differed from the Catholics proper, whose politi
cal mentality was not entirely free of worship of 
' 'healthy organisms" (i .e .  Italy and Germany) and 
approval of anti-Semitic brawls. The Communists 
despised Jacques Maritain's influence as degenerate, 
but they tolerated the "intellectual Catholics" because 
they opposed the ideas of the extreme right. Soon 
after he published his novel, Alpha began to frequent 
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the circles of the "intellectual Catholics" and the left. 
Sensitive to the opinion people held of him, and tak
ing the writer's role as a moral authority very seri
ously, he broke with the rightist weekly and signed 
an open letter against anti-Semitism. 

Everyone looked for something different in Ca
tholicism. Alpha, with his tragic sense of the world, 
looked for forms : words and concepts, in short, tex
tures. This tragic sense in him was not unlike \Veils's 
Invisible Man, who when he wanted to appear among 
people had to paste on a false nose, bandage his face 
and pull gloves over his invisible hands. Catholicism 
supplied Alpha's language. With concepts like sin and 
saintliness, damnation and grace he could grasp the 
experiences of the characters he described ; and, even 
more important, the language of Catholicism auto
matically introduced the elevated tone that was so 
necessaiy to him and lulled his longing for a cardi
nal's scarlet. The hero of his book was a priest, a 
sure sign of the influence of French Catholic novel
ists, and above all Bernanos, but also an expression of 
Alpha's urge to create pure and powerful characters. 
The action took place in a village, and here his weak
nesses revealed themselves. He was so preoccupied 
with building up moral conflicts that he was blind to 
concrete details and incapable of observing living 
people. Having been raised in the city, he knew little 
of peasants and their life. The village he described 
was a universal one ; it could just as easily have been 
Breton or Flemish, and for this reason it was not a 
real village. The characters seemed to be wearing 
costumes alien to them ( like young nobles dressed as 
shepherds in pastoral literature) , and their speech 
was uniformly alike. 

The story played itself out against a barely 
sketched-in background, but it was powerfully 
welded together and the critics received it enthusi
astically. It ran into several editions quickly. He re
ceived a national award for it which brought him a 
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large sum of money. It is possible that the prize jury 
took into account not only the artistic merits of the 
book, but also certain political advantages to them
selves in choosing him. In those years, the govern
ment was clearly flirting with the extreme right and 
the choice of Alpha seemed a wise move. The right 
would certainly be satisfied; whereas the liberals 
would have no reason to attack the decision for after 
all everyone was then free to believe as he pleased 
and to write as he believed. 

Despite fame and money, in his heart Alpha 
never considered his novel and his collection of short 
stories good books. Still, the position he had won per
mitted him to be as haughty as he loved to be. He 
was recognized as the author of profound and noble 
prose, whereas his colleagues could hardly hope to 
reach a wide public otherwise than by creating a 
cheap sensation. Their books were either glaringly 
naturalistic, especially in a physiological sense, or else 
they were psychological tracts disguised as novels. 
Men of letters lived in the intellectual ghetto of their 
literary cafes ; and the more they suffered from their 
isolation from the life of the masses, the stranger and 
less comprehensible their styles became. The bitter
ness Alpha felt in spite of the success of his first 
books was something he found difficult to define, but 
the moment when he realized that there was some
thing wrong with his writing was decisive for the rest 
of his life. 

A great doubt assailed him. It his colleagues 
doubted the worth of their work, suspended as it 
was in a void, then his perplexity took on larger pro
portions. He wanted to attain a purity of moral tone, 
but purity in order to be genuine must be earthy, 
deeply rooted in experience and observation of life. 
He perceived that he had blundered into falseness by 
living in the midst ot ideas about people, instead of 
among people themselves. What he knew about man 
was based on his own subjective experiences within 
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the four walls of his room. His Catholicism was no 
more than a cover; he toyed with it as did many 
twentieth-century Catholics, trying to clothe his 
nudity in an esteemed, Old World cloak. He was 
seeking some means of awakening in his reader the 
emotional response he wanted, and obviously the 
reader on finding words like grace or sin, known to 
him since childhood, reacted strongly. But there 
is an element of dishonesty in such a use of words 
and concepts. 

Alpha no longer knew whether the conflicts he 
created were real. Hailed as a Catholic writer, he 
knew that he was not; and his reaction was like that 
of a painter who having painted cubistically for a 
while is astonished to find that he is still called a cub
ist after he has changed his style. Critics, deceived 
by appearances, reckoned his books among those 
that were healthy and noble as opposed to the de
cadent works of his fellow-writers. But he realized 
that he was no healthier than his colleagues who at 
least did not attempt to hide theii sorry nakedness. 

The War broke out, and our city and country 
became a part of Hitler's Imperium. For five and a 
half years we lived in a dimension completely differ
ent from that which any literature or experience 
could have led us to know. What we beheld surpassed 
the most daring and the most macabre imagination. 
Descriptions of horrors known to us of old now 
made us smile at  their naivete. German rule in Eu
rope was ruthless, but nowhere so ruthless as in the 
East, for the East was populated by races which, ac
cording to the doctrines of National Socialism, were 
either to be utterly eradicated or else used for heavy 
physical labor. The events we were forced to partici
pate in resulted from the effort to put these doctrines 
into practice. 

Still we lived ;  and since we were writers, we 
tried to write. True, from time to time one of us 
dropped out, shipped off to a concentration camp or 
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shot. There was no help for this. We were like people 
marooned on a dissolving floe of ice ; we dared not 
think of the moment when it would melt away. War 
communiques supplied the latest data on our race 
with death. We had to write ; it was our only defense 
against despair. Besides, the whole country was sown 
with the seeds of conspiracy and an "underground 
state" did exist in reality, so why shouldn't an un
derground literature exist as well. Except for two or 
three Nazi propaganda organs, no books or magazines 
were printed in the language of the defeated na
tion. Nonetheless, the cultural life of the country 
refused to be stifled. Underground publications were 
mimeographed on the run or illegally printed in a 
small format that was easy to circulate. Many under
ground lectures and authors' evenings were or
ganized. There were even underground presenta
tions of plays. All this raised the morale of the beaten 
but still fighting nation. National morale was good, 
too good, as events toward the end of the War 
proved. 

In the course of these years, Alpha successfully 
realized his ambition to become a moral authority. 
His behavior was that of an exemplary writer-cit
izen. His judgments as to which actions were proper 
or improper passed in literary circles as those of an 
oracle, and he was often asked to decide whether 
someone had trespassed against the unwritten patri
otic code. By unspoken accord, he became something 
of a leader of all the writers in our city. Underground 
funds went into his hands and he divided them 
among his needy colleagues ; he befriended begin
ning writers ; he founded and co-edited an under
ground literary review, typed copies of which were 
transmitted in rotation to "clubs" where they were 
read aloud in clandestine meetings. He ranked rather 
high among those initiated into the secrets of the un
derground network. His actions were characterized 
by real humanitarianism. Even before the War he 
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had parted with his rightist patron who had voiced 
the opinion that the country needed to institute its 
own totalitarianism. (The patron was shot by the 
Gestapo in the first year of the War. ) When the Ger
man authorities set out to murder systematically the 
three million Jews of Poland, the anti-Semites did 
not feel compelled to worry overmuch ; they con
demned this bestiality aloud, but many of them se
cretly thought it was not entirely unwarranted. 
Alpha belonged to those inhabitants of our town 
who reacted violently against this mass slaughter. He 
fought with his pen against the indifference of others, 
and personally helped Jews in hiding even though 
such aid was punishable by death. 

He was a resolute opponent of nationalism, so 
nightmarishly incarnated in the Germans. This does 
not mean, however, that he had Communist leanings. 
The number of Communists in Poland had always 
been insignificant; and the cooperation between the 
Russians and the Germans after the Molotov-Rib
bentrop pact created conditions particularly unfa
vorable to the activity of Moscow followers. The 
Communist Underground was weak. The hopes of 
the masses were turned toward the West, and the 
"underground state" was dependent on the Govern
ment-in-Exile in London. Alpha, with his barometer
like sensitivity to the moral opinions of his environ
ment, felt no sympathy for a country that awakened 
friendly feelings in almost no one. But like the ma
j ority of his friends, he was anxious for far-reaching 
social reforms and for a people's government. 

He and I used to meet often. It would hardly be 
an exaggeration to say that we spent the War years 
together. The sight of him was enough to raise one's 
spirits. He smiled in the face of all adversity ; his man
ner was nonchalant; and to symbolize his contempt 
for hob-nailed boots, uniforms, and shouts of "Heil 
Hitler," he habitually carried a black umbrella. His 
tall, lean figure, the ironic flash of his eyes behind 
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his glasses, and the anointed air with which he strode 
through the terror-plagued streets of the city added 
up to a silhouette that defied the laws of war. 

Once, in the first year of the War, we were re
turning from a visit to a mutual friend who lived in 
the country. As I remember, we were arguing about 
the choice of a train. We decided against the advice 
of our host who had urged us to take a train leaving 
half an hour later. We arrived in Warsaw and walked 
along the streets feeling very satisfied with life. It was 
a beautiful summer morning. We did not know that 
this day was to be remembered as one of the blackest 
in the history of our city. Scarcely had I closed my 
door behind me when I heard shrieks in the street. 
Looking out the window, I saw that a general man
hunt was on. This was the first man-hunt for Ausch
witz. Later millions of Europeans were to be killed 
there, but at the time this concentration camp was 
just starting to operate. From the first huge transport 
of people caught on the streets that day no one, it 
appears, escaped alive. Alpha and I had strolled 
those streets five minutes before the beginning of 
the hunt; perhaps his umbrella and his insouciance 
brought us luck. 

These years were a test for every writer. The 
real tragedy of events pushed imaginary tragedies 
into the shade. Whichever of us failed to find an ex
pression for collective despair or hope was ashamed. 
Only elementary feelings remained:  fear, pain at the 
loss of dear ones, hatred of the oppressor, sympathy 
with the tormented. Alpha, whose talent was in 
search of real and not imaginary tragedy, sensed the 
material at hand and wrote a series of short stories 
which were published as a book after the War and 
widely translated. The theme of all these stories can 
be defined as loyalty. Not for nothing had Conrad 
been the favorite writer of his youth. This was a 
loyalty to something in man, something nameless, 
but strong and pure. Before the War, he tended to 
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call this imperative sense of loyalty moral, in the 
Catholic sense. Now, fearing falseness, he affirmed 
merely that this imperative existed. When his dying 
heroes turned their eyes toward a mute heaven, they 
could find nothing there ; they could only hope that 
their loyalty was not completely meaningless and 
that, in spite of everything, something in the uni
verse responded to it. 

The morality of his heroes was a lay morality, 
with a question mark, with a pause, a pause that was 
not quite faith. I think he was more honest in these 
stories than in his pre-war writings. At the same time, 
he expressed accurately and powerfully the state of 
mind of the countless underground fighters dying 
in the battle against Nazism. \Vhy did they throw 
their lives into the scale? Why did they accept tor
ture and death? They had no point of support like 
the Fuhrer for the Germans or the New Faith for 
the Communists. It is doubtful whether most of them 
believed in Christ. It could only have been loyalty, 
loyalty to something called fatherland or honor, but 
something stronger than any name. In one of his 
stories, a young boy, tortured by the police and 
knowing that he will be shot, gives the name of his 
friend because he is afraid to die alone. They meet 
before the firing squad, and the betrayed forgives his 
betrayer. This forgiveness cannot be justified by any 
utilitarian ethic; there is no reason to forgive traitors. 
Had this story been written by a Soviet author, the 
betrayed would have turned away with disdain from 
the man who had succumbed to base weakness. For
saking Christianity, Alpha became a more religious 
writer than he had been before, if we grant that the 
ethic of loyalty is an extension of religious ethics 
and a contradiction of an ethic of collective goals. 

In the second half of the War, a serious crisis 
in political consciousness took place in the "under
ground state." The underground struggle against the 
occupying power entailed great sacrifices ; the num-
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ber of persons executed or liquidated in concentra
tion camps grew constantly. To explain the need of 
such sacrifice solely on the basis of loyalty left one a 
prey to doubt. Loyalty can be the basis of individual 
action, but when decisions affecting the fate of hun
dreds of thousands of people are to be made, loyalty 
is not enough. One seeks logical justification. But 
what kind of logical justification could there be? 
From the East the victorious Red Army was drawing 
near. The Western armies were far away. In the name 
of what future, in the name of what order were 
young people dying every day? More than one man 
whose task it was to sustain the morale of others 
posed this question to himself. No one was able to 
formulate an answer. Irrational dreams that some
thing would happen to stop the advance of the Red 
Army and at the same time overthrow Hitler were 
linked with an appeal to the honor of the "country 
without a Quisling" ; but this was not a very substan
tial prop for those of a more sober turn of mind. At 
this moment, Communist underground organizations 
began to be active, and were joined by some left
wing Socialists. The Communist program offered 
more realistic arguments than did the program of the 
London-directed "underground state" :  the country, 
it was fairly clear, was going to be liberated by the 
Red Arn1y; with its aid one should start a people's 
revolution. 

Gradually the intellectuals in the underground 
became impatient with the irrational attitudes that 
were spreading in the resistance movement. This ir
rationality began to reach the point of hysteria. Con
spiracy became an end in itself; to die or to expose 
others to death, something of a sport. Alpha found 
himself surrounded by living caricatures of the ethic 
of loyalty he expounded in his stories. The patriotic 
code of his class prohibited him from approaching 
the small groups whose policy followed Moscow's 
dictates. 
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Like so many of his friends, Alpha felt himself 
in a trap. Then, for the first time in his writing he 
invoked his sense of humor, using it to point up the 
figures he knew so well, the figures of men mad for 
conspiracy. His satires bared the social background 
of underground hysteria. There is no doubt that 
the "underground state" was the handiwork of the 
intelligentsia above all, of a stratum never known in 
Western Europe, not to mention the Anglo-Saxon 
countries. Since the intelligentsia was, in its customs 
and ties, the legatee of the nobility ( even if some 
members were of peasant origin ) ,  its characteristic 
traits were not especially attractive to the intellec
tuals. The intellectuals of Poland had made several 
attempts to revolt against the intelligentsia of which 
they themselves were a part, much as the intellectuals 
in America had rebelled against the middle class. 
When a member of the intelligentsia really began to 
think, he perceived that he was isolated from the 
broad masses of the population. Finding the social 
order at fault, he tended to become a radical in an 
effort to establish a tie with the masses. Alpha's satires 
on the intelligentsia of the Underground convinced 
him that this stratum, with its many aberrations, 
boded ill for the future of the country if the post
war rulers were to be recruited from its ranks
which seemed inevitable in the event of the London 
Government-in-Exile's arrival in Poland. 

Just when he was passing through this process 
of bitter and impotent mockery, the uprising broke 
out. For two months, a kilometer-high column of 
smoke and flames stood over Warsaw. Two hundred 
thousand people died in the street fighting. Those 
neighborhoods which were not leveled by bombs or 
by the fire of heavy artillery were burned down by 
SS squads. After the uprising, the city which once 
numbered over a million inhabitants was a wilderness 
of ruins, its population deported, and its demolished 
streets literally cemeteries. Alpha, living in a distant 
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suburb that bordered on fields, succeeded in escap
ing unharmed thrpugh the dangerous zone where 
people in flight were caught and sent to concentra
tion camps. 

In April of 1945, after the Germans had been 
expelled by the Red Army (the battles were then 
raging at the gates of Berlin) ,  Alpha and I returned 
to Warsaw and wandered together over the mounds 
of rubble that had once been streets. We spent sev
eral hours in a once familiar part of the city. Now we 
could not recognize it. We scaled a slope of red 
bricks and entered upon a fantastic moon-world. 
There was total silence. As we worked our way 
downward, balancing to keep from falling, ever new 
scenes of waste and destruction loomed before us. 
In one of the gorges we stumbled upon a little plank 
fastened to a metal bar. The inscription, written in 
red paint or in blood, read : "Lieutenant Zbyszek's 
road of suffering." I know what Alpha's thoughts 
were at that time, and they were mine : we were 
thinking of what traces remain after the life of a 
man. These words rang like a cry to heaven from a 
shattered earth. It was a cry for justice. Who was 
Lieutenant Zbyszek? Who among the living would 
ever know what he had suffered? We imagined him 
crawling along this trail which some comrade, prob
ably long-since killed, had marked with the inscrip
tion. We saw him as, with an effort of his will, he 
mustered his fleeting strength and, aware of being 
mortally wounded, thought only of carrying out his 
duty. Why? Who measured his wisdom or madness? 
Was this a monad of Leibnitz, fulfilling its destiny in 
the universe, or only the son of a postman, obeying 
a futile maxim of honor instilled in him by his father, 
who himself was living up to the virtues of a courtly 
tradition? 

Farther on, we came upon a worn footpath. It  
led into a deep mountain cleft. At the bottom stood 
a clumsy, huddled cross with a helmet on it. At the 



Alpha, the Moralist 91 

foot of the cross were freshly planted flowers. Some
body's son lay here. A mother had found her way to 
him and worn the path through her daily visits. 

Theatrical thunder suddenly broke the silence. 
It was the wind rattling the metal sheets hanging 
from a cliff-like wall. We scrambled out of the heap of 
debris into a practically untouched courtyard. Rust
ing machines stood among the high weeds. And on 
the steps of the charred villa we found some account 
books listing profits and losses. 

The Warsaw uprising begun at the order of the 
Government-in-Exile in London broke out, as we 
know, at the moment when the Red Army was ap
proaching the capital and the retreating German 
armies were fighting in the outskirts of the city. 
Feeling in the Underground was reaching a boiling 
point; the Underground Army wanted to fight. The 
uprising was intended to oust the Germans and to 
take possession of the city so that the Red Army 
would be greeted by an already-functioning Polish 
government. Once the battle in the city began, and 
once it became obvious that the Red Army, standing 
on the other side of the river, would not move to the 
aid of the insurgents, it was too late for prudence. 
The tragedy played itself out according to all the 
immutable rules. This was the revolt of a fly against 
two giants. One giant waited beyond the river for 
the other to kill the fly. As a matter of fact, the fly 
defended itself, but its soldiers were generally armed 
only with pistols, grenades, and benzine bottles. F or 
two months the giant sent his bombers over the city 
to drop their loads from a height of a few hundred 
feet;  he supported his troops with tanks and the 
heaviest artillery. In the end, he crushed the fly only 
to be crushed in his turn by the second, patient 
giant. 

There was no logical reason for Russia to have 
helped Warsaw. The Russians were bringing the West 
not only liberation from Hitler, but liberation from 
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the existing order, which they wanted to replace with 
a good order, namely their own. The "underground 
state" and the London Government-in-Exile stood 
in the way of their overthrow of capitalism in Po
land; whereas, behind the Red Army lines a different 
Polish government, appointed in Moscow, was al
ready in office. The destruction of Warsaw repre
sented certain indisputable advantages. The peo
ple dying in the street fights were precisely those 
who could create most trouble for the new rulers, 
the young intelligentsia, seasoned in its underground 
struggle with the Germans, and wholly fanatic in 
its patriotism. The city itself in the course of the 
years of occupation had been transformed into an 
underground fortress filled with hidden printing 
shops and arsenals. This traditional capital of revolts 
and insurrections was undoubtedly the most insubor
dinate city in the area that was to find itself under 
the Center's influence. All that could have argued for 
aid to Warsaw would have been pity for the one mil
lion inhabitants dying in the town. But pity is super
fluous wherever sentence is pronounced by History. 

Alpha, walking with me over the ruins of War
saw, felt, as did all those who survived, one dominant 
emotion: anger. Many of his close friends lay in the 
shallow graves which abounded in the lunar land
scape. The twenty-year-old poet Christopher, a thin 
asthmatic, physical ly no stronger than Marcel 
Proust, had died at his post sniping at SS tanks. With 
him the greatest hope of Polish poetry perished. His 
wife Barbara was wounded and died in a hospital, 
grasping a manuscript of her husband's verses in her 
hand. The poet Karol, son of the workers' quarter 
and author of a play about Homer, together with his 
inseparable comrade, the poet Marek, were blown up 
on a barricade the Germans dynamited. Alpha knew, 
also, that the person he loved most in his life had 
been deported to the concentration camp at Ravens
bruck after the suppression of the uprising. He 
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waited for her long after the end of the War until 
he finally had to accept the idea that she was no 
longer alive. His anger was directed against those 
who had brought on the disaster, that terrible 
example of what happens when blind loyalty en
counters the necessities of History. Just as his 
Catholic words had once rung false to him, so now 
his ethic of loyalty seemed a pretty but hollow con
cept. 

Actually, Alpha was one of those who were re
sponsible for what had happened. Could he not see 
the eyes of the young people gazing at him as he 
read his stories in clandestine authors' evenings? 
These were the young people who had died in the 
uprising: Lieutenant Zbyszek, Christopher, Barbara, 
Karol, Marek, and thousands like them. They had 
known there was no hope of victory and that their 
death was no more than a gesture in the face of an 
indifferent world. They had died without even ask
ing whether there was some scale in which their 
deeds would be weighed. The young philosopher 
Milbrand, a disciple of Heidegger, assigned to press 
work by his superiors, demanded to be sent to the 
line of battle because he believed that the greatest 
gift a man can have is the moment of free choice; 
three hours later he was dead. There were no limits 
to these frenzies of voluntary self-sacrifice. 

Alpha did not blame the Russians. What was the 
use? They were the force of History. Communism 
was fighting Fascism ; and the Poles, with their ethical 
code based on nothing but loyalty, had managed to 
thrust themselves between these two forces. Joseph 
Conrad, that incorrigible Polish noble ! Surely the 
example of Warsaw had demonstrated that there was 
no place in the twentieth century for imperatives of 
fatherland or honor unless they were supported by 
some definite end. A moralist of today, Alpha rea
soned, should turn his attention to social goals and 
social results. The rebels were not even an enemy in 
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the minds of the Germans ; they were an inferior race 
that had to be destroyed. For the Russians, they were 
"Polish fascists." The Warsaw uprising was the swan
song of the intelligentsia and the order it defended; 
like the suicidal charges of the Confederates during 
the American Civil War, it could not stave off defeat. 
With its fall, the Revolution was, in effect, ac
complished; in any case, the road was open. This was 
not, as the press of the new government proclaimed 
in its effort to lull the people, a "peaceful revolution." 
Its price was bloody, as the ruins of the largest city 
in the country testified. 

But one had to live and be active instead of look
ing back at what had passed. The country was rav
aged. The new government went energetically to 
work reconstructing, putting mines and factories 
into operation, and dividing estates among the peas
ants. New responsibilities faced the writer. His 
books were eagerly awaited by a human ant-hill, 
shaken out of its torpor and stirred up by the big 
stick of war and of social reforms. We should not 
wonder, then, that Alpha, like the majority of his 
colleagues, declared at once his desire to serve the 
new Poland that had risen out of the ashes of the old. 

He was accepted with open arms by the handful 
of Polish Communists who had spent the war years 
in Russia and who had returned to organize the state 
according to the maxims of Leninism-Stalinism. 
Then, that is in 1945, everyone who could be useful 
was welcomed joyfully without any demand that he 
be a Red. Both the benevolent mask under which the 
Party appeared and the moderation of its slogans 
were due to the fact that there were so uncommonly 
few Stalinists in the country. 

Unquestionably, it is only by patient and gradu
ally increased doses of the doctrine that one can 
bring a pagan population to understand and accept 
the New Faith. Ever since his break with the rightist 
weekly, Alpha had enjoyed a good opinion in those 
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circles which were now most influential. He was 
not reprimanded for having kept his distance from 
Marxist groups during the War; authors who had 
maintained such contacts could be counted on the 
fingers of one hand. Now the writers of Poland were 
a little like virgins-willing, but timid. Their first 
public statements were cautious and painstakingly 
measured. Still it was not what they said that mat
tered. Their names were needed as proof that the 
government was supported by the entire cultural 
elite. The program of behavior toward various cate
gories of people had been elaborated by the Polish 
Communists while they were still in Moscow; and 
it was a wise program, based on an intimate un
derstanding of conditions in the country. The tasks 
that lay before them were unusually difficult. The 
country did not want their government. The Party, 
which had barely existed before the War, had to be 
reorganized and had to reconcile itself to the knowl
edge that most of its new members would be oppor
tunists. Left-wing Socialists had to be admitted into 
the government. It was still necessary to carry on a 
complicated game with the Peasant Party, for after 
Yalta the Western allies demanded at least the sem
blance of a coalition. The most immediate j ob, there
fore, was to bridge the gap between the small group 
of Communists and the country as a whole ; those 
who could help most in building this bridge were 
famous writers who were known as liberals or even 
as conservatives. Alpha fulfilled every requirement. 
His article appeared on the first page of a govern
ment literary weekly; it was an article on humanism. 
As I recall it, he spoke in it of the ethic of respect for 
man that revolution brings. 

It was May, 1945 , in the medieval city of Cra
cow. Alpha and I, as well as many other writers and 
artists, had taken refuge there after the destruction 
of Warsaw. The night the news of the fall of Berlin 
carne was lit with bursts of rockets and shells, and 
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the streets echoed with the fire ot small arms as the 
soldiers of the victorious Red Army celebrated the 
prospect of a speedy return home. The next morn
ing, on a fine spring day, Alpha and I were sitting in 
the office of Polish Film, working on a scenario. Ty
ing up the loose ends of a film is a burdensome busi
ness ; we were putting our feet up on tables and arm
chairs, we were pacing the room, smoking too many 
cigarettes and constantly being lured to the window 
through which came the warble of sparrows. Out
side the window was a courtyard with young trees, 
and beyond the courtyard a huge building lately 
transformed into a prison and the headquarters of the 
Security Police. We saw scores of young men behind 
the barred windows on the ground floor. Some had 
thrust their faces into the sun in an effort to get a 
tan. Others were fishing with wire hooks for the bits 
of paper which had been tossed out on the sand from 
neighboring cells. Standing in the window, we ob
served them in silence. 

It was easy to guess that these were soldiers of 
the Underground Army. Had the London Govern
ment-in-Exile returned to Poland, these soldiers of 
the "underground state" would have been honored 
and feted as heroes. Instead, they were incarcerated 
as a politically uncertain element-another of His
tory's ironic j okes. These young boys who had 
grown used to living with a gun in their hands and 
surrounded by perpetual danger were now supposed 
to forget their taste for conspiracy as quickly as pos
sible. Many succeeded so well in forgetting that they 
pretended they had never been active in the Under
ground. Others stayed in the woods, and any of them 
that were caught were thrown behind bars. Al
though their foe had been Hitler, they were now 
termed agents of the class enemy. These were the 
brothers of the young people who had fought and 
died in the Warsaw uprising, people whose blind self
sacrifice lay on Alpha's conscience. I do not know 
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what he was thinking as he looked at the windows of 
those prison cells. Perhaps even then he was sketch
ing the plan of his first post-war novel. 

As his whole biography demonstrates, his ambi
tion was always boundless. He was never content to 
be just one among many; he had to be a leader so 
that he could justify his personal haughtiness. The 
novel he was writing should, he believed, raise him 
to first place among the writers active in the new 
situation. This was a time when ·writers were trying 
to change their style and subj ect matter, but they 
could not succeed without first effecting a cor
responding change in their own personalities. Alpha 
was undergoing a moral crisis which was personal 
to him, but at the same time a reiteration of a conflict 
known to many of his countrymen. He sensed in 
himself a power that flowed from his individual but 
simultaneously universal drama. His feeling for the 
tragedy of life >vas seeking a new garment in which 
to appear in pub lic. 

Alpha did not betray his belief in himself. The 
novel he wrote was the product of a mature talent. 
It made a great impression on its readers. All his life 
he had circled around the figure of a strong and pure 
hero. In his pre-war novel, he had used a priest; now 
he drew a representative of the New Faith, a fearless 
old Communist who after spending many years in 
German concentration camps emerged unbroken in 
spirit. Returning to his devastated homeland, this 
hero found himself faced with a chaos which his 
clear mind and strong will were to convert into a 
new social order. The society he was to transform 
showed every sign of moral decay. The o lder genera
tion of the intelligentsia, personally ambitious and 
addicted to drink, was still daydreaming of help from 
the Western allies. The youth of the country, 
educated to principles of blind loyalty and ha
bituated to an adventurous life in the Underground, 
was now completely lost. Knowing no goals of 
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human activity other than war against the enemy in 
the name of honor, it continued to conspire against 
a new enemy, namely the Party and the government 
imposed by Russia. But given post-war circumstances, 
the Party was the only power that could guarantee 
peace, reconstruct the country, enable the people to 
earn their daily bread, and start schools and universi
ties, ships and railroads functioning. One did not 
have to be a Communist to reach this conclusion; it 
was obvious to everyone. To kill Party workers, to 
sabotage trains carrying food, to attack laborers who 
were trying to rebuild the factories was to prolong 
the period of chaos. Only madmen could commit 
such fruitless and illogical acts. 

This was Alpha's picture of the country. One 
might have called it a piece of common-sense j our
nalism had it not been for something that always 
distinguished him as a writer : pity, pity for the old 
Communist as well as for those who considered him 
their enemy. Because he felt compassion for both 
these forces, he succeeded in writing a tragic novel. 

His shortcomings as a writer, so clearly evident 
in his pre-war works, now stood him in good stead. 
His talent was not realistic; his people moved in a 
world difficult to visualize. He built up moral con
flicts by stressing contrasts in his characters; but his 
old Communist was as rare a specimen on the Polish 
scene as the priest he had made his hero before the 
War. Communists may, in general, be depicted as 
active, intelligent, fanatic, cunning but above all as 
men who take external acts as their domain. Alpha's 
hero was not a man of deeds ; on the contrary, he was 
a silent, immovable rock whose stony exterior cov
ered all that was most human-personal suffering and 
a longing for good. He was a monumental figure, an 
ascetic living for his ideas. He was ashamed of his 
personal cares, and his refusal to confess his private 
pain won the sympathy of the readers. In the con
centration camp he had lost the wife he dearly loved; 
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and now it was only by the greatest effort of his will 
that he could compel himself to live, for life had sud
denly become devoid of meaning. He was a titan 
with a torn heart, full of love and forgiveness. In 
short, he emerged as  a potential force capable of  
leading the world toward good. Just when his feel
ings and thoughts were purest he died, shot by a 

young man who saw in him only an agent of Mos
cow. 

One can understand why Alpha, living in a 
country where the word "Communist" still had an 
abusive connotation, wanted to portray his hero as: 
the model of a higher ethic;  but that ethic can be 
evaluated properly only when we see it applied to 
concrete problems, only when its followers treat 
people as tools. As for the society the old Communist 
wanted to transform, an accurate observer would 
have seen in it positive signs and not merely symp
toms of disintegration. The intelligentsia, that is 
every variety of specialist, were setting to work just 
as enthusiastically as the workers and peasants in mo
bilizing the factories, mines, railroads, schools, and 
theaters. They were governed by a feeling of re
sponsibility toward the community and by profes
sional pride, not by a vision of socialism along 
Russian lines. Nevertheless, their ethic of responsi
bility bore important results. Their political thinking 
was na"ive, and their manners often characteristic 
of a by-gone era. Yet it was they, and not the Party, 
who reacted most energetically at first. The younger 
generation was lost and leaderless, but its terroristic 
deeds were at least as much a product of despair as 
of demoralization. The boys that Alpha and I had 
seen in the windows of the prison were not there be
cause of any crimes they had committed, but only 
because of their war-time service in the "under
ground state." Alpha could not say all this because 
of the censorship, but his expressed pity for these 
boys permitted the reader to guess at what he left 
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unsaid. However, his failure to present all the facets 
of the situation altered the motivation of his char
acters. 

His book was entirely dominated by a feeling of 
anger against the losers. This anger was essential to 
the existence of Alpha and many like him. The 
satiric attitude toward the underground intelligentsia 
which marked the stories he wrote toward the end 
of the War now manifested itself in the chapters of 
the novel that mocked absurd hopes for a sudden 
political change. In reality, these hopes, no matter 
how absurd the form they took in members of the 
white collar class, were far from alien to the peasants 
and workers. Alpha never knew the latter intimately, 
so he could, with much greater ease, attribute the be
lief in a magic removal of the Russians to a special 
characteristic of the intelligentsia which, unfortu
nately, was not distinguished for its political insight. 

A novel that favorably compared the ethic of 
the New Faith with the vanquished code was very 
important to the Party. The book was so widely pub
licized that it quickly sold over 100,000 copies, and 
in 1948, Alpha was awarded a state prize. One city 
donated to him a beautiful villa furnished at consid
erable expense. A useful writer in a people's democ
racy cannot complain of a lack of attention. 

The Party dialecticians knew perfectly well that 
Alpha's hero was not a model of the "new man." 
That he was a Communist could be divined only 
from the author's assurances. He appeared on the 
pages of the book prepared to act, but not in ac
tion. Alpha's old hero had merely traded his priest's 
cassock for the leather jacket of a Communist. 
Although Alpha had changed the language of his 
concepts, the residue of tragedy and metaphysics 
remained constant. And even though the old Com
munist did not pray, the readers would not have been 
surprised to hear his habitually sealed lips suddenly 
utter the lamentations of Jeremiah, so well did the 
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words of the prophet harmonize with his personality. 
Alpha, then, had not altered subjectively since his 
pre-war days; he still could not limit himself to a 
purely utilitarian ethic expressed in rational acts. 
Faust and King Lear did penance within his hero. 
Both heaven and earth continued to exist. Still one 
could not ask too much. He did not belong to the 
Party, but he showed some understanding. His treat
ment of the terrorist youth even more than his por
trayal of the old Communist demonstrated that he 
was learning. It was too early to impose "socialist 
realism";  the term was not even mentioned lest it 
alarm the writers and artists. For the same reason, the 
peasants were assured that there would be no col
lective farms in Poland. 

The day of decision did not come for Alpha un
til a few years after he had published his novel. He 
was living in his beautiful villa, signing numerous 
political declarations, serving on committees and 
traveling throughout the country lecturing on liter
ature in factory auditoriums, clubs and "houses of  
culture." For many, these authors' trips, organized 
on a large scale, were a painful duty;  but for him 
they were a pleasure, for they enabled him to be
come acquainted with the life and problems of the 
working-class youth. For the first time, he was really 
stepping out of his intellectual clan ; and better still, 
he was doing so as a respected author. As one of the 
top-ranking writers of the people's democracies he 
could feel himself, if not a cardinal, then at least an 
eminent canon. 

In line with the Center's plan, the country was 
being progressively transformed. The time came to 
shorten the reins on the writers and to demand that 
they declare themselves clearly for the New Faith. 
At writers' congresses "socialist realism" was pro
claimed the sole indicated creative method. It ap
pears that he lived through this moment with partic
ular pain. Showing incredible dexterity the Party 
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had imperceptibly led the writers to the point of 
conversion. Now they had to comply with the 
Party's ultimatum or else rebel abruptly and so fall 
to the foot of the social ladder. To split one's loyal
ties, to pay God in one currency and Caesar in an
other, was no longer possible. No one ordered the 
writers to enter the Party formally; yet there was 
no logical obstacle to j oining once one accepted the 
New Faith. Such a step would signalize greater cour
age, for admission into the Party meant an increase 
in one's responsibilities. 

As the novelist most highly regarded by Party 
circles, Alpha could make but one decision. As a 
moral authority he was expected to set an example 
for his colleagues. During the first years of the new 
order he had established strong bonds with the Revo
lution. He was, at last, a popular writer whose 
readers were recruited from the masses. His highly 
praised pre-war novel had sold scarcely a few thou
sand copies ; now he and every author could count 
on reaching a tremendous public. He was no longer 
isolated ; he told himself he was needed not by a few 
snobs in a coffee-house, but by this new workers' 
youth he spoke to in his travels over the country. 
This metamorphosis was entirely due to the victory 
of Russia and the Party, and logically one ought to 
accept not only practical results but also the philo
sophical principles that engendered them. 

That was not easy · for him. Ever more frequently 
he was attacked for his love of monumental tragedy. 
He tried to write differently, but whenever he de
nied something that lay in the very nature of his 
talent his prose became flat and colorless ; he tore up 
his manuscripts. He asked himself whether he could 
renounce all effort to portray the tragic conflicts 
peculiar to life in a giant collective. The causes of 
the human distress he saw about him daily were no 
longer the same as in a capitalist system, but the sum 
total of suffering seemed to grow instead of diminish. 
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Alpha knew too much about Russia and the 
merciless methods dialecticians employed on "human 
material" not to be assailed by waves of doubt. He 
was aware that in accepting the New Faith he would 
cease to be a moral authority and become a ped
agogue, expressing only what was recognized as use
ful. Henceforth, ten or fifteen dialectical experts 
would weigh each of his sentences, considering 
whether he had committed the sin of pure tragedy. 
But there was no returning. Telling himself that he 
was already a Communist in his actions, he entered 
the Party and at once published a long article about 
himself as a writer. This was a self-criticism; in Chris
tian terminology, a confession. Other writers read 
his article with envy and fear. That he was first 
everywhere and in everything aroused their j ealousy, 
but that he showed himself so clever-so like a Stak
hanovite miner who first announces that he will set 
an unusually high norm-filled them with appre
hension. Miners do not like any of their comrades 
who are too inclined to accumulate honors for hav
ing driven others to a speed-up. 

His self-criticism was so skillfully written that it 
stands as a classic declaration of a writer renouncing 
the past in the name of the New Faith. It was trans
lated into many languages, and printed even by Sta
linist publications in the West. In condemning his 
previous books he resorted to a special stratagem: he 
admitted openly what he had always secretly thought 
of the flaws in his work. He didn't need dialectics to 
show him these flaws; he knew them of old, long be
fore he approached Marxism, but now he attributed 
his insight to the merits of the Method. Every good 
writer knows he should not let himself be seduced 
by high-sounding words or by emotionally effective 
but empty concepts. Alpha affirmed that he had 
stumbled into these pitfalls because he wasn't a 
Marxist. He also let it be understood that he did 
not consider himself a Communist writer, but only 
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one who was trying to master the Method, that 
highest of all sciences. What was remarkable about 
the article was the sainted, supercilious tone, always 
Alpha's own, in which it was written. That tone led 
one to suspect that in damning his faults he was com
pounding them and that he gloried in his new garb 
of humility. 

The Party confided to him, as a former Catholic, 
the function of making speeches against the policy 
of the Vatican. Shortly thereafter, he was invited to 
Moscow, and on his return he published a book 
about the "Soviet man." By demonstrating dia
lectically that the only truly free man was the citizen 
of the Soviet Union, he was once again reaching for 
the laurels of supremacy. His colleagues had always 
been more or less ashamed to use this literary tactic 
even though they knew it was dialectically correct. 
As a result, he came to be actively disliked in the 
literary ghetto. I call this a ghetto because despite 
the fact that they were lecturing throughout the 
country and reaching an ever larger public the 
writers were now as securely locked up in their col
lective homes and clubs as they had been in their 
pre-war coffee-houses. Alpha's fellow-authors, j eal
ous of the success his noble tone had brought him, 
called him the "respectable prostitute." 

It is not my place to judge. I myself traveled the 
same road of seeming inevitability. In fleeing I tram
pled on many values that may determine the worth 
of a man. So I judge myself severely though my sins 
are not the same as his. Perhaps the difference in our 
destinies lay in a minute disparity in our reactions 
when we visited the ruins of Warsaw or gazed out 
the window at the prisoners. I felt that I could not 
write of these things unless I wrote the whole truth, 
not just a part. I had the same feeling about the 
events that took place in Nazi-occupied Warsaw, 
namely that every form of literature could be ap
plied to them except fiction. We used to feel 
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strangely ashamed, I remember, whenever Alpha read 
us his stories in that war-contaminated city. He ex
ploited his subject matter too soon, his composition 
was too smooth. Thousands of people were dying in 
torture all about us; to transform their sufferings im
mediately into tragic theater seemed to us indecent. 
It is sometimes better to stammer from an excess of 
emotion than to speak in well-turned phrases. The 
inner voice that stops us when we might say too 
much is wise. It is not improbable that he did not 
know this voice. 

Only a passion for truth could have saved Alpha 
from developing into the person he became. Then, 
it is true, he would not have written his novel about 
the old Communist and demoralized Polish youth. 
He had allowed himself the luxury of pity, but only 
once he was within a framework safe from the cen
sors' reproaches. In his desire to win approbation he 
had simplified his picture to conform to the wishes 
of the Party. One compromise leads to a second and a 
third until at last, though everything one says may be 
perfectly logical, it no longer has anything in com
mon with the flesh and blood of living people. This 
is the reverse side of the medal of dialectics. This is 
the price one pays for the mental comfort dialectics 
affords. Around Alpha there lived and continue to 
live many workers and peasants whose words are in
effectual, but in the end, the inner voice they hear 
is not different from the subjective command that 
shuts writers' lips and demands all or nothing. Who 
knows, probably some unknown peasant or some 
minor postal employee should be placed higher in 
the hierarchy of those who serve humanity than Al
pha the moralist. 



• Chapter Five Beta, 
the Disappointed Lover 

When I met Beta in 1942, he was twenty years 
old. He was a lively boy with black, intelligent eyes. 
The palms of his hands perspired, and there was that 
exaggerated shyness in his behavior that usually be
speaks immense ambition. Behind his words one felt 
a mixture of arrogance and humility. In conversation 
he seemed inwardly convinced of his own superi
ority; he attacked ferociously yet retreated immedi
ately, bashfully hiding his claws. His ripostes were 
full of pent-up irony. Probably, though, these char
acteristics were most pronounced when he spoke 
with me or with other writers older than he. As a 
beginning poet, he felt he owed them a certain re
spect, but actually he believed they were none too 
deserving of it. He knew better; in him lay the prom
ise of a truly great writer. 

In 1942 in Warsaw, we were living without 
hope, or rather on a hope we knew to be a delusion. 
The empire which had absorbed our country was so 
mighty that only an incorrigible optimist could be
lieve in the possibility of a totally vanquished Ger
many. Nazi plans in regard to our nation were per
fectly clear : to exterminate the educated class, to 
colonize, and to deport a segment of the population 
to the East. 

Beta was one of the young people who started 
writing during the War, in the language of slaves. He 
supported himself by various odd jobs. It is hard to 
define exactly how people earn a living in a city com-
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pletely outside the law. Usually they took half-ficti
tious posts in an office or factory that supplied them 
with a work-card plus the opportunity to operate a 
black market or to steal, which was not regarded as 
immoral because it injured the Germans. At the same 
time, he studied in the underground university and 
shared the exuberant life of the resistance youth. He 
went to meetings where he and the other young peo
ple drank vodka, argued heatedly about literature and 
politics, and read illegal publications. 

But he smiled scornfully at his comrades ; he 
saw things more clearly than they. He found their 
patriotic zeal for battle against the Germans a purely 
irrational reflex. Battle-yes, but in the name of 
what? None of these young people believed any 
longer in democracy. Most of the countries of East
em Europe had been semi-dictatorships before the 
War; and the parliamentary system seemed to belong 
to a dead era. There was no question as to how one 
came into power; whoever wanted to take over au
thority had only to seize it by force, or else create a 
"movement" to exert pressure on the government 
for admittance into a coalition. This was an age of  
nationalist "movements," and Warsaw youth was still 
very much under their influence even though, ob
viously, it had no sympathy for either Hitler or Mus
solini. Its reasoning was confused. The Polish nation 
was oppressed by the Germans ; so, one had to fight. 
When Beta declared that they were merely counter
ing German nationalism with Polish nationalism, his 
comrades shrugged their shoulders. When he asked 
what values they wanted to defend or on what prin
ciples Europe was to be built in the future, he got no 
reply. 

Here indeed was a well of darkness : no hope of 
liberation, and no vision of tomorrow. A battle for 
battle's sake. A return to the pre-war status quo, bad 
though it had been, was to be the reward for those 
who might live to see the victory of the Anglo-
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Saxons. This lack of any sort of vision led him to see 
the world as a place in which nothing existed out
side of naked force. It was a world of decline and 
fall. And the liberals of the older generation, mouth
ing nineteenth-century phrases about respect for 
man-while all about them hundreds of thousands 
of people were being massacred-were fossil remains. 

Beta had no faith, religious or other, and he 
had the courage to admit it in his poems. He ran off 
his first volume of verse on a mimeograph machine. 
No sooner had I received his book and pried apart 
its sticky pages than I realized that here was a real 
poet. The reading of his hexameters was not, how
ever, a j oyous undertaking. The streets of occupied 
Warsaw were gloomy. Underground meetings in cold 
and smoky rooms, when one listened for the sound 
of Gestapo boots on the stairs, were like grim rituals 
conducted in catacombs. We were living at the bot
tom of a huge crater, and the sky far up above was 
the only element we shared with the other people on 
the face of the earth. All this was in his verse-gray
ness, fog, gloom, and death. Still his was not a poetry 
of grievance but of icy stoicism. The poems of this 
entire generation lacked faith. Their fundamental 
motif was a call to arms and a vision of death. Unlike 
young poets of other epochs, they did not see death 
as a romantic theme but as a real presence. Almost 
all these young writers of Warsaw died before the 
end of the War either at the hands of the Gestapo or 
in battle. None of them, however, questioned the 
meaning of sacrifice to the same degree as did he. 
"There will remain after us only scrap-iron and the 
hollow, j eering laughter of generations," he wrote in 
one of his verses. 

His poetry had in it none of that affirmation of 
the world that is present in the sympathy with which 
the artist portrays, for example, an apple or a tree. 
What his verse disclosed was a profoundly disturbed 
equilibrium. One can divine a great deal from a work 
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of  art, e.g. that the world o f  Bach o r  of Breughel 
was ordered, arranged hierarchically. Modem art 
reflects the disequilibrium of modem society in that 
it so often springs from a blind passion vainly seeking 
to sate itself in form, color, or sound. An artist can 
contemplate sensual beauty only when he loves all 
that surrounds him on earth. But if all he feels 
is loathing at the discrepancy between what he 
would wish the world to be and what it is in reality, 
then he is incapable of standing still and beholding. 
He is ashamed of reflexes of love ; he is condemned to 
perpetual motion, to a restless sketching of discon
tinued, broken observations of nature. Like a sleep
walker, he loses his balance as soon as he stops mov
ing. Beta's poems were whirlpools of fog, saved from 
complete chaos only by the dry rhythm of his 
hexameters. This character of his poetry must be  
attributed at  least in  part to  the fact that he  belonged 
to an ill-fated generation in an ill-fated nation, but 
he had thousands of brothers in all the countries of 
Europe, all of them passionate and deceived. 

Unlike his comrades who acted out of loyalty to 
their fatherland, on Christian or vague metaphysical 
grounds, he needed a rational basis for action. When 
the Gestapo arrested him in 1943 ,  it was rumored in 
our city that he was taken as the result of an "acci
dent" to one of the left-wing groups. If life in War
saw was little reminiscent of paradise, then Beta now 
found himself in the lower circle of hell : the "con
centration universe." In what was then the normal 
order of events, he spent several months in j ail be
fore being shipped off to Auschwitz. Incredibly, he 
managed to survive there for two years. When the 
Red Army drew near, he and the other prisoners 
were transported to Dachau, and there they were 
eventually set free by the Americans. We learned of 
all this only after the War, when he published a vol
ume of stories recounting his experiences. 

Immediately after his release he settled in Mu-
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nich. I t  was there i n  1946 that the book, We Were in 
Auschwitz, written by him and two of his fellow
prisoners, appeared. It was dedicated to "The Ameri
can Seventh Army which brought us liberation from 
the Dachau-Allach concentration camp." On his re
turn to Poland, he published his volume of short 
stories. 

I have read many books about concentration 
camps, but not one of them is as terrifying as his sto
ries because he never moralizes, he relates. A special 
social hierarchy comes into being in a "concentra
tion universe." At the top stand the camp authorities ; 
after them come prisoners trusted by the administra
tion; next come the prisoners clever enough to find 
means of getting sufficient food to keep up their 
strength. At the bottom stand the weak and clumsy, 
who daily tumble lower as their undernourished or
ganisms fail to bear up under the work. In the end 
they die, either in the gas chamber or from an in
j ection of phenol. Obviously this hierarchy does not 
include the masses of people killed immediately upon 
their arrival, i.e. the Jews, except for those who were 
single and especially fit for work. In his stories, Beta 
clearly defines his social position. He belonged to the 
caste of clever and healthy prisoners, and he brags 
about his cunning and agility. Life in a concentration 
camp requires constant alertness ; every moment can 
decide one's life or death. In order to react appro
priately at all times, one must know where danger 
lies and how to escape it: sometimes by blind obedi
ence, sometimes by calculated negligence, some
times by blackmail or bribery. One of his stories 
consists of an account of a series of dangers he 
dodges in the course of a single day:  

1.  A guard offers him some bread. To get it he 
has to j ump a ditch that constitutes the line of watch. 
Guards, under orders to shoot prisoners who cross 
it, receive three days' leave plus five marks for every-
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one they kill beyond this limit. Beta, understanding 
the guard's intentions, refuses the bait. 

2. A guard overhears him telling another pris
oner the news of the fall of Kiev. Beta forestalls a re
port of the offense by giving the guard, through an 
intermediary, an old watch as a bribe. 

3 .  He slips out of the hands of a dangerous camp 
overseer, or kapo, by a quick execution of an order. 
The fragment I quote below concerns some Greek 
prisoners who were too weak to march properly. As 
a punishment, sticks were tied to their legs. They 
are supervised by a Russian, Andrej . 

I leap back, struck from behind by a bicycle. I whip 
off my cap. The Unterscharfiihrer, a landlord from Har
menze, j umps off the bicycle red with irritation. 

"What's happening in this crazy unit? Why are those 
people walking around with sticks tied to their legs? It's 
time for work ! "  

"They don't know how to walk ! "  
"If they don't know how t o  walk, kill them ! And you, 

do you know another goose has disappeared? "  
"Why are you standing there like a dumb dog? " the 

kapo screamed at me. "Tell Andrej to settle with them. 
Los ! "  

I ran down the path . . . 
"Andrej , finish them off! Kapo's orders ! "  
Andrej seized a stick and struck with all his might. 

The Greek shielded himself with his arm, howled, and 
fell. Andrej put the stick across his throat, stepped on it 
and rocked himself. I went on my way quickly. 

His day is filled not only with escapes from dan
ger, but also with the intricate game waged between 
him and his Russian co-prisoner Ivan. Ivan has stolen 
a piece of soap from him. He decides to avenge him
self and patiently seeks his opportunity. He observes 
that Ivan has stolen a goose; an artfully arranged re
port (so that he won't be stigmatized as an informer) 
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occasions a search. The goose is found and I van is 
beaten by an SS man. The score is settled. 

He is proud to succeed when others, less clever, 
perish. There is no small amount of plain sadism in 
his repeated emphasis of the fact that he is well
dressed, well-fed, and healthy. 

"They keep moving to avoid a beating; they eat 
grass and slimy mud so they won't feel hungry; they 
walk dej ectedly, still-living corpses," he says of his 
fellow-inmates. But of himself: "It's good to work 
after one has eaten a breakfast of a rasher of bacon 
with bread and garlic, and washed it down with a 
can of condensed milk." A detail concerning his 
clothes ( all about him are half-naked wretches ) :  "I 
go into the shade and place my j acket under me so 
that I won't soil my silk �hirt [the italics are mine, 
C. M. ]  and settle down comfortably to sleep. Each 
of us rests however he can afford to." And here is a 
scene of "class" contrast. Beker, another prisoner, is 
to be burned in the crematorium because he is too 
weak to be useful. 

At that moment, a huge gray skull emerged out of the 
depths, over the edge of the wooden bunk and embar
rassed, blinking eyes peered at us. Then Beker's face 
appeared, crumpled and more aged than ever. 

"Teddy, I have something to ask you." 
"Talk," I said, leaning down to him. 
"Teddy, I'm going to the chimney." 
I leaned down a little more, and looked into his eyes 

at close range. They were calm and empty. 
"Teddy, I've been hungry for so long. Give me some-

thing to eat. For this last evening." 
Kazik slapped me on the knee. 
"Do you know this Jew? " 
"It's Beker," I answered softly. 
"You, Jew, get up there on the bunk and stuff your

self. When you're full, you can take the rest with you to 
the chimney. Go on! I don't sleep there so you can take 
along your lice." 
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"Teddy," he took me by the arm, "come. In the bar
rack I've got a wonderful apple pie, straight from my 
mother." 

The strong and clever were used by the camp 
authorities for special work, which gave them the op
portunity to procure food and clothing. One of the 
most sought-after j obs was that of unloading the 
box-cars that brought Jews from all the cities of Eu
rope to Auschwitz. These Jews brought suitcases 
full of clothes, gold, j ewels, and food with them 
because they had been told they were leaving for 
"re-settlement." When the train entered the gates of 
the camp, the frightened crowd was immediately 
chased out of the cars. Those who were young and 
strong enough to work were separated out, while old 
people and women with children were sent at once 
to the gas chambers and crematoriums. The work of 
the prisoners was to carry out the baggage that was 
destined to enrich the Reich and the camp adminis
tration. Beta describes his work around the transport. 
He has gotten into this brigade through a French 
friend, Henri. 

In the abundant literature of atrocity of the 
twentieth century, one rarely finds an account writ
ten from the point of view of an accessory to the 
crime. Authors are usually ashamed of this role. But 
collaboration is an empty word as applied to a con
centration camp. The machine is impersonal ; respon
sibility shifts from those who carry out orders to 
those higher, always higher. Beta's stories about the 
"transport" should, I believe, be included in all an
thologies of literature dealing with the lot of man in 
totalitarian society, if ever such anthologies are com-
piled

T
. 

h · l f " " · d 1 ' 1  e arnva o a transport IS sprea out, 1 {e a 
play, over several acts. A few quotations will give 
a better picture of his literary method than any 
amount of description : 
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Prologue, or anticipation of the "transport" 
Greeks are sitting around us, moving their j aws vora

ciously like huge inhuman insects, greedily eating moldy 
clods of bread. They are uneasy; they don't know what 
they'll be doing. Rails and planks worry them. They don't 
like heavy hauling. 

"Was wir arbeiten? " they ask. 
"Niks. Transport kommen, alles Krematorium, com

pris? " 
"Alles verstehen," they answer in crematorium es

peranto. They calm down; they won't be loading rails on 
trucks, or carrying planks. 

Act I, or the arrival of the "transport" 
A striped crowd lay near the tracks in the long strips 

of shade. It breathed heavily and unevenly, spoke lazily in 
its own tongues and gazed indifferently at the maj estic 
people in green uniform, at the green of the trees, near 
and unattainable, at the steeple of a distant little church 
which at that moment was tolling a late angelus. 

"The transport is coming," someone said, and every
one stood up in expectation. Freight cars appeared around 
the curve as the train backed in. The trainman standing in 
the caboose leaned out, waved his hand, whistled. The 
locomotive screeched, wheezed and the train trundled 
slowly along the station. Behind the tiny barred windows 
one could see human faces, pale, crumpled, disheveled, as 
if they were sleepy-frightened women, and men who, 
exotically, had hair. They passed slowly, gazing at the sta
tion in silence. Then something started to boil inside the 
wagons and to beat against their wooden walls. 

"Water ! Air ! "  Despairing, hollow cries burst out. 
Human faces pressed to the windows, lips desperately 

gasping for air sucked in a few gulps, vanished ; others 
struggled into their place, then they too vanished. The 
shrieks and moans grew steadily louder. 

Act I I, or the segregation (a few scenes will suffice) 

Here comes a woman walking briskly, hurrying al
most imperceptibly yet feverishly. A small child with the 
plump, rosy face of a cherub runs after her, fails to catch 
up, stretches out its hands, crying, "Mama, mama ! "  
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"Woman, take this child in your arms ! "  
"Sir, i t  isn't m y  child, i t  isn't mine ! "  the woman shouts 

hysterically, and runs away covering her face with her 
hands. She wants to hide; she wants to reach those who 
won't leave in a truck, who will leave on foot, who will 
live. She is young, healthy, pretty, she wants to live. 

But the child runs after her, pleading at the top of its 
voice, "Mama, mama, don't run away ! "  

"It's not mine, not mine, not . . . ! " 
Until Andrej , the sailor from Sevastopol, overtook 

her. His eyes were troubled by vodka and the heat. He 
reached her, knocked her off her feet with a single power
ful blow and, as she fell, caught her by the hair and 
dragged her up again. His face was distorted with fury. 

"Why you lousy fucking Jew-bitch ! Jebit twoj u  mat' ! 
You'd run away from your own child ! I'll show you, you 
whore ! " He grabbed her in the middle, one paw throttling 
her throat which wanted to shout, and flung her into the 
truck like a heavy sack of grain. 

"Here ! Take this with you, you slut ! " And he threw 
her child at her feet. 

"Gut gemacht. That's how one should punish un
natural mothers," said an SS man standing near the van. 

A pair of people fall to the ground entangled in a 
desperate embrace. He digs his fingers into her flesh con
vulsively, tears at her clothes with his teeth. She screams 
hysterically, curses, blasphemes until, stifled by a boot, she 
chokes and falls silent. They split them apart like a tree; 
and herd them into the car like animals. 

Others are carrying a young girl with a missing leg; 
they hold her by her arms and by her one remaining leg. 
Tears are streaking down her face as she whispers sadly, 
"Please, please, it hurts, it hurts . . .  " They heave her into 
a truck, among the corpses. She will be burned alive, 
together with them. 

Act Ill, or the conversation of the witnesses 
A cool and starry evening falls. We are lying on the 

tracks. It is infinitely silent. Anemic lamps burn on high 
poles behind the circles of light. 

"Did you exchange shoes ? "  Henri asks me. 
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"No." 
"Why not? " 
"Man, I have enough, absolutely enough! "  
"Alrea dy? After the first transport? Just think, me

since Christmas maybe a million people have passed 
through my hands. The worst are the transports from 
Paris:  a man always meets friends." 

"And what do you say to them? " 
"That they're going to take a bath, and t\lat we'll meet 

later in the camp. What would you say? " 

Epilogue (many trains came to Auschwitz that evening. 

The transport totaled 1 5,000 people) 

As we return to the camp, the stars begin to fade, the 
sky becomes ever more translucent and lifts above us, the 
night grows light. A clear, hot day announces itself. 

From the crematoriums, broad columns of smoke rise 
steadily and merge above into a gigantic, black river that 
turns exceedingly slowly in the sky over Birkenau and 
disappears beyond the forests, in the direction of Trze
binia. The transport is already burning. 

We pass an SS squad, moving with mechanized weap
ons to relieve the guard. They march evenly, shoulder to 
shoulder, one mass, one will. 

"Und Morgen die ganze Welt . . .  " they sing at the 
top of their lungs. 

Beta is a nihilist in his stories, but by that I do 
not mean that he is amoral. On the contrary, his 
nihilism results from an ethical passion, from dis
appointed love of the world and of humanity. He 
wants to go the limit in describing what he saw; he 
wants to depict with complete accuracy a world in 
which there is no longer any place for indignation. 
The human species is naked in his stories, stripped 
of those tendencies toward good which last only so 
long as the habit of civilization lasts. But the habit of 
civilization is fragile; a sudden change in circum
stances, and humanity reverts to its primeval sav
agery. How deluded are those respectable citizens 
who, striding along the streets of English or Ameri-
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can cities, consider themselves men o f  virtue and 
goodness ! Of course, it is easy to condemn a woman 
who would abandon her child in order to save her 
own life. This is a monstrous act. Yet a woman who, 
while reading on her comfortable sofa, judges her 
unfortunate sister should pause to consider whether 
fear would not be stronger than love within her, if 
she too were faced with horror. Perhaps it would, 
perhaps not-who can foretell? 

But the "concentration universe" also contained 
many human beings who spurred themselves to the 
noblest acts, who died to protect others. None of 
them figure in Beta's stories. His attention is fixed not 
on man-man is simply an animal that wants to live 
-but on "concentration societv." Prisoners are ruled 
by a special ethic: it is permissible to harm others, 
provided they harm you first. Beyond this unwritten 
contract, every man saves himself as best he can. We 
would search in vain for pictures of human solidarity 
in Beta's book. The truth about his behavior in 
Auschwitz, according to his fe llow-prisoners, is ut
terly different from what his stories would lead one 
to suppose ; he acted heroically, and was a model of 
comradeship. But he wants to be tough; and he does 
not spare himself in his desire to observe soberly and 
impartially. He is afraid of lies ; and it would be a lie 
to present himself as an observer who judged, when 
in reality he, though striving to preserve his in
tegrity, felt subj ected to all the laws of degradation . 
As narrator, he endows himself with the qualities 
which pass as assets in a concentration camp : clever
ness and enterprise. Thanks to the element of "class" 
war between the weak and the strong, wherein he 
d id not deviate from the truth, his stories are extraor
dinarily brutal. 

Liberated from Dachau, he became acquainted 
with the life of refugees in Western Germany. It was 
like an extension of the life in the camp. Demoraliza
tion, thievery, drunkenness, corruption-all the evil 
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forces set loose in man by the years of Hitlerism con
tinued to triumph. The callous policy of the occupy
ing powers toward the millions of recent slaves 
aroused his anger. Here, then, was the dreamt-of 
end of the war: again the law of the j ungle pre
vailed ;  again the strong, this time mouthing the slo
gans of democracy and freedom, trod upon the weak 
or treated them with cruel indifference. 

Beta had a keen eye, but it was focussed on all 
that was absurd, infamous, and vile in those about 
him. Pitiless and intolerant, he was one open wound. 
Perhaps he would have been less bitter had he been 
able, after these years of suffering, to stand still at one 
point for one moment and see an individual man in
stead of a society shaken by the great paroxysm of 
the end of the War. He was in constant inner motion; 
his face was perpetually distorted into a grimace of 
rage and irony. He continued to see the mass of hu
manity in whose midst he was living as naked and 
ruled by a few primitive impulses. For him, who had 
to aim toward something, such a world was unbear
able. He felt he could no longer remain in a state of 
undirected fury and revolt. 

Like many ex-prisoners, he had to choose be
tween return to his native country and self-imposed 
exile. His war-time Marxist sympathies were vaguely 
rooted in a feeling that Marxism treats man real
istically. His convictions could be reduced to the 
simple maxim that man is not governed by his good 
intentions, but solely by the laws of the social order 
in which he is placed. Whoever wants to change man 
must, first of all, change social conditions. Still, like 
all Poles, he was suspicious of the powerful Russian 
state. The violence of his style brought him closest 
to such writers as Zola or, among contemporaries, 
Hemingway, whom he read avidly; and thus he was 
one of those artists known in Russia as "the slime of 
the West." Nothing evokes such horror in the land 
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o f  dialectics as a writer who depicts man i n  terms of 
elementary forces of hunger and love. 

He hesitated for a long time. Finally, after liter
ary publications appearing in Poland began to filter 
through to him, he made up his mind to go back. 
Two maj or factors determined his decision. He had 
great literary ambitions, but he was a beginner and 
unknown. Where, outside his own country, could he 
find readers of books written in his native tongue? 
Besides, a revolution was in progress in Poland. That 
was the place for a man torn by fury; that was where 
he could find the opportunity to remake the world. 

He said good-bye to his friends, and returned to 
a Warsaw whose inhabitants were living in the cellars 
of demolished houses. With their own hands they 
were clearing away the heaps of rubble and loading 
them on shoddy little horse-carts. Thus was the re
building of the town begun. But books and magazines 
were instantly snatched up throughout Poland. The 
government spared no expense in its support of lit
erature. Unlimited possibilities opened before any 
writer who had the slightest bit of talent. Beta's ca
reer began at the tempo of a blitz. By publishing in 
the best reviews, and collecting large royalties, he was 
getting only his due. He had a fine mastery of the 
language; his style was terse and biting. Because his 
experiences were those of many of his countrymen, 
his subj ect matter was universally near and under
standable. No wonder, then, that his book of stories 
about the "concentration universe" was hailed as a 

literary event of first importance. 
Fortunately for him, socialist realism was not yet 

obligatory, for his book was in the most blatant op
position to Soviet writing techniques. According to 
the canons imposed on writers by the Center, it \vas 
practically a crime. Obviously, the subject itself was 
politically irreproachable. Descriptions of the bes
tiality of Hitlerism were eminently desirable, espe-
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cially since the average Pole hated the Russians just 
about as much as he hated the Germans. Concentrat
ing the readers' attention upon German atrocities 
channeled their hatred into a single direction and so 
contributed to the "psychological preparation" of 
the country. Hence the growing number of books 
about the Gestapo, partisan warfare, or concentra
tion camps. 

Official tolerance went so far that one was free 
to write sympathetically about the Polish army's 
fight against the Germans in 1 9 39, even though that 
army had defended a "lordly" Poland that was like a 
cinder in the Soviet Union's eye. Still, a politically 
correct theme would not have saved him from the 
critics' attack had they wanted to apply orthodox 
criteria, because he described the concentration camp 
as he personally had seen it, not as one was supposed 
to see it. In this lay his transgression. How was one 
supposed to see a concentration camp? It is not hard 
to enumerate : 1) the prisoners should have banded 
together in secret organizations ; 2) the leaders in 
these organizations should have been Communists ; 
3 ) all the Russian prisoners appearing on the pages 
of the book should have distinguished themselves 
by their moral strength and heroic behavior; 4) the 
prisoners should have been differentiated according 
to their political outlook. None of this is true of his 
stories. The Party noticed this and even though it 
did not consider Polish writers ripe for socialist real
ism, its critics upbraided him for his chief sins. They 
proclaimed that his work resembled depraved, or 
American, literature ; that it was pessimistic; and that 
it lacked the element of "conscious struggle," i.e. 
struggle in the name of Communism. But these criti
cisms were uttered in a persuasive tone. He was 
young and needed educating, yet he had in him the 
makings of a real Communist writer. Observing him 
carefully, the Party discovered in him a rare and 
precious treasure : true hatred. 
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Beta was receptive. The more he read of 
Leninist-Stalinist theory, the more he convinced him
self that this was exactly what he was looking for. His 
hatred was like a torrential river uselessly rushing 
ahead. What could be simpler than to set it to turn
ing the Party's gristmills. What a relief: useful hatred, 
hatred put to the service of society ! 

At the root of his hatred was the same reaction 
that Sartre called "la nausee," namely, disgust with 
man as a physiological being determined by the laws 
of nature and society, and subject to the destructive 
effects of time. Man should somehow break these 
shackles, and rise even if he had to hoist himself up 
by his own bootstraps. Had Beta been French, per
haps he might have become an existentialist ; prob
ably, though, that would not have satisfied him. He 
smiled contemptuously at mental speculation, for he 
remembered seeing philosophers fighting over gar
bage in the camp. Human thought had no sig
nificance; subterfuges and self-deceptions were easy 
to decipher; all that really counted was the movement 
of matter. He absorbed dialectical materialism as a 
sponge soaks up water. Its materialistic side appeased 
his hunger for brutal truth; its dialectical side per
mitted a sudden leap above the human species, to a 
vision of humanity as the material of history. 

In a very short while, he published a new book. 
Its title alone was symbolic of his attitude, The Stony 
TV orld-stony, therefore merciless and bare. The 
book comprised extremely short stories devoid of 
almost all action, no more than sketches of what he 
had seen. He was a master at the art of using material 
details to suggest a whole human situation. The 
"stony world" was Central Europe after the defeat 
of Hitler and the end of the Second World War. 
Since he had spent some time in the American zone 
of Germany, he had an ample store of subj ects-peo
ple of all nationalities and social positions, ex-Nazis, 
ex-prisoners, the German bourgeoisie baffled by 
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what had happened, American soldiers and officers, 
etc. Under his temperate words lurked an immensity 
of bitterness against a civilization whose fruit was 
Hitlerism. He set up equations : Christianity equals 
capitalism equals Hitlerism. The theme of the book 
was the finale of civilization. Its tone can be summed 
up in a single protest: "You told me about culture, 
about religion, about morality; and look what they 
led to ! "  

For Beta, as for many of his companions, the 
reign of Hitler was the culmination of the capitalist 
era in Europe. Its collapse announced the victory of 
the Revolution on a world scale. The future might 
mean further striving, but the turning point was 
passed. Almost all the books written in the early post
war years by young men like him developed the 
theme of man's impotence against the laws of His
tory: even people with the best of intentions had 
fallen into the machine of Nazi terror and been con
verted into frightened cave men. The reading public 
was faced with a dilemma, a choice between the old 
civilization which had taken its evilness out on their 
hides, or the new civilization which could arise only 
through the victorious might of the East. So powerful 
is the hold success has over man's imagination that it 
seems not to result from human design plus favor
able circumstances, but to reflect the highest law of 
the age. (Yet Russia and her seemingly invincible 
order had been merely a hair's-breadth away from 
defeat in the Second World War. ) 

The Stony World was the last book in which 
Beta tried to employ artistic tools, like restraint, hid
den irony, masked anger, etc., recognized as effec
tive in Western literature. He quickly realized that 
all his concern about "art" was superfluous. On the 
contrary, the harder he stepped down on the pedal, 
the more he was praised. Loud, violent, clear, biased 
-this is what his writing was expected to be. As 
Party writers (he entered the Party) began to out-
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bid each other in an effort to be accessible and sim
ple, the boundary between literature and propaganda 
began to fade. He started to introduce more and 
more direct j ournalism into his writing. He dis
charged his venom in attacks on capitalism, i .e . on 
all that was . happening outside the sphere of the Im
perium. He would take an item from the news about 
warfare in Malaya or hunger in India, for example, 
and turn it into something halfway between an ar
ticle and a snapshot. 

I saw him for the last time in 1950. He had 
changed a great deal since the days before his arrest 
by the Gestapo. His former shyness and artificial hu
mility were gone. Whereas once he had walked with 
a slight stoop and a lowered head, he was now a straight
backed man with an air of self-assurance. He was 
dry, concentrated on his work. The bashful poet had 
become a thorough homo politicw . At that time he 
was already a well-known propagandist. Every week 
one of his malignant articles appeared in a gov
ernment weekly. He visited Eastern Germany fre
quently to gather news stories. No reporter can serve 
a cause as well as an author with a period of disinter
ested writing in his background ; and Beta used all 
his knowledge of the writer's trade in his poisonous 
articles against America. 

Looking at this esteemed nihilist, I would often 
think how like a smooth slope any form of art is, and 
of the amount of effort the artist must expend in or
der to keep from sliding back to where the footing 
is easier. The inner command that forces him to this 
effort is, at the core, irrational. By refusing to recog
nize disinterested art, the New Faith destroys this 
inner command. Beta was a real writer in his stories 
about the concentration camp ; though he questioned 
all man's inner imperatives, he counterfeited noth
ing, he did not try to please anybody. Then he 
introduced a single particle of politics and, like a 
supersaturated solution, his writing crystallized, be-
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came thereafter transparent and stereotyped. But one 
must not oversimplify. Many great authors, among 
them Swift, Stendhal, Tolstoi, wrote out of political 
passion. One might even say that politica l  convic
tion, an important social message a writer wants 
to communicate to his readers, adds strength to his 
work. The essential difference between the great 
writers who criticized the political institutions of 
their day and people of Beta's type seems to lie in 
the total non-conformity of the former. They acted 
in opposition to their environment; he, writing, lis
tened for the applause of his Party comrades. 

For all their violence and precision of language, 
his articles were so dull and one-dimensional that this 
debasement of a gifted prose-writer stirred my curi
osity. He was certainly intelligent enough to under
stand that he was wasting his talent. In conversation 
with several literary authorities whose word deter
mines a writer's place in the official hierarchy, I asked 
why such measures were being applied to him. 
Surely the interests of the Party did not require it 
to reduce him to a rag. He was certainly more use
ful as a writer of stories and novels ; to force him to 
write articles meant bad management of available ar
tistic resources. "No one makes him write articles," 
came the reply, "that's the whole misfortune. The 
editor of the weekly can't drive him away. He him
self insists on writing them. He thinks there is no 
time, today, for art, that you have to act on the 
masses more directly and elementally. He wants to 
be as useful as possible." This was a somewhat hypo
critical answer. The Party constantly stresses its de
sire for good literature ; at the same time, it creates 
such a tense atmosphere of propaganda that writers 
feel compelled to resort to the most primitive and 
oversimplified literary techniques. Yet it was true 
that Beta himself wanted to devote all his time to 
j ournalism; although he was a highly qualified spe
cialist, he seized upon work that was easy for the 
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most ordinary drudge. His mind, like that of so many 
Eastern intellectuals, was impelled toward self-anni
hilation. 

The psychological process that is set into motion 
as soon as such an intellectual takes up his pen is 
fairly complex. Let us imagine he is about to describe 
a certain event in international politics. He sees that 
phenomena are interrelated functionally rather than 
casually. Therefore, to present the event honestly, 
he would have to penetrate the motives of the oppos
ing forces and the necessities which govern them
in short, to analyze it from every side. Then anger 
comes to his rescue, introducing order into the tan
gle of interdependencies and releasing him from the 
obligation to analyze. This anger against the self
deception that anything at all depends on man's wil l 
is, simultaneously, a fear of falling prey to one's own 
naiveness. Since the world is brutal, one must reduce 
everything to the simplest and most brutal factors. 
The author understands that what he is doing is far 
from accurate : people's stupidity or people's good 
intentions influence events no less than do the ne
cessities of the economic struggle. But he takes his 
vengeance upon mankind (upon others and upon 
himself) by demonstrating that man is dominated by 
a few elementary laws ; at the same time, he feeds his 
sense of superiority and proves himsel f acute and 
strong enough to dispense with "prejudices." 

In his political articles, just as in his concentra
tion camp stories, Beta's urge to simplify, to strip off 
all i llusions, to present everyone and everything na
kedly was always predominant. But if one continues 
to follow this urge one reaches a point at which the 
intellect has nothing more to say. Words become a 
war-cry, an imperfect substitute for a clenched fist. 
Beta did arrive at the stage where words no longer 
satisfied him ; he could not write novels or stories be
cause they would last through time and so could not 
answer his need for a cry to battle. The movement 
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to which he was subjected went on accelerating: 
faster and faster, greater and greater doses of hatred 
and of dizziness. The shapes of the world became 
simpler and simpler, until at last an individual tree, 
an individual man, lost all importance and he found 
himself not among palpable things, but among politi
cal concepts. His feverish addiction to j ournalism is 
not hard to explain. The writing of articles acted on 
him like a narcotic. When he put down his pen he 
felt he had accomplished something. It didn't matter 
that there wasn't a single thought of his own in these 
articles ; it didn't matter that thousands of second-rate 
j ournalists from the Elbe to the Pacific were saying 
exactly the same thing. He was active in the sense 
that a soldier marching in formation is active. 

"Und Morgen die ganze Welt" sang the SS 
guards moving against the background of the black 
smoke pouring out of the crematoriums of Au
schwitz. Nazism was collective insanity; yet the Ger
man masses followed Hitler for profound psycholo
gical reasons. A great economic and social crisis gave 
birth to Nazism. The young German of that day saw all 
about him the decay and chaos of the Weimar Re
public, the degradation of millions of unemployed, 
the disgusting aberrations of the cultured elite, the 
prostitution of his sisters, and the fight of man against 
man for money. When the hope of socialism van
ished, he accepted the other philosophy of history 
that was offered him, a philosophy that was a par
ody of Leninist-Stalinist doctrine. It is possible that 
the German who locked Beta into the concentration 
camp was, like him, a disappointed lover of the world 
who longed for harmony and purity, discipline and 
faith. He despised those of his countrymen who re
fused to j oin in the j oyous march. Pitiful remnants 
of humanitarianism, they mumbled that the new 
movement violated moral principles. Here, immedi
ate and in sight, was the salvation of Germany and 
the reconstruction of the world. And in this unique 
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moment-a moment that occurs once in a thousand 
years-these whining believers in that miserable Jesus 
dared to mention their trifling moral scruples ! How 
hard it was to fight for a new and better order-if 
among one's own people one still encountered such 
infantile prejudice ! 

Beta also could see a new and better order within 
his grasp. He believed in, and demanded, earthly sal
vation. He hated the enemies of human happiness 
and insisted that they must be destroyed. Are they 
not evil-doers who, when the planet enters a new 
epoch, dare to maintain that to imprison people, or 
to terrify them into professions of political faith, is 
not quite nice? Whom do we imprison? Class ene
mies, traitors, rabble. And the faith we force on peo
ple, is it not true faith? History, History, is with 
us ! We can see its living, explosive flame ! Small and 
blind, indeed, are the people who, instead of compre
hending the whole of the gigantic task, squander 
their time on worry about insignificant details ! 

Despite his talent and intelligence, Beta did not 
perceive the dangers inherent in an exciting march. 
On the contrary, his talent, intelligence, and ardor 
drove him to action while ordinary people tempo
rized and rendered unto an unloved Caesar only 
so much as was absolutely necessary. He willingly 
shouldered responsibi lity. He did not pause to con
sider ·what a philosophy of historic change becomes 
once it sets out to conquer the world by the might 
of armies. "And tomorrow the world ! " 

A few months after I wrote this portrait, I 
learned of Beta's death. He was found one morning 
in his home in Warsaw. The gas j et was turned on. 
Those who observed him in the last months of his 
feverish activity were of the opinion that the discrep
ancy between what he said in his public statements 
and what his quick mind could perceive was increas
ing daily. He behaved too nervously for them not 
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to suspect that he was acutely aware of this contrast. 
Moreover, he frequently spoke of the "Mayakovski 
case." Numerous articles appeared in the press writ
ten by his friends, writers of Poland and Eastern 
Germany. His coffin, draped with a red flag, was 
lowered into the grave to the sound of the "lnterna
tionale" as the Party bid farewell to its most promis
ing young writer. 



• Chapter Six Gamma, 
the Slave of H istory 

In speaking of Gamma, I must evoke a picture 
of the town in which I went to school and later 
to the University. There are certain places in Eu
rope which are particularly troublesome to history 
and geography teachers : Trieste, the Saar Basin, 
Schleswig-Holstein. Just such a sore-spot is the city 
of Vilna. In the last half-century it belonged to vari
ous countries and saw various armies in its streets . 
\Vith each change, painters were put to work re
painting street and office signs into the new official 
language. With each change, the inhabitants were 
issued new passports and were obliged to conform 
to new laws and injunctions. The city was ruled in 
turn by the Russians, Germans, Lithuanians, Poles, 
again the Lithuanians, again the Germans, and again 
the Russians. Today it is the capital of the Lithuanian 
Soviet Socialist Republic, a fancy title designed to 
conceal the blunt fact that Russia is effectively carry
ing out the precepts of the Tsars in regard to terri
torial expansion. 

During my school and university years the city 
belonged to Poland. It lies in a land of forests, lakes, 
and streams, concealed in a woody dale. Travelers 
see it emerge unexpectedly from 

·
behind the trees. 

The steeples of its scores of Catholic churches, built 
by Italian architects in the baroque style, contrast in 
their gold and white with the blackness of the sur
rounding pines. Legend tells us that a certain Lithu
anian ruler, hunting in the wilds, fell asleep by a fire 
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and had a prophetic dream. Under the spell of his 
dream, he constructed a city on the spot where he 
had slept. Throughout the many centuries of its ex
istence, Vilna never ceased to be a city of the forests. 
All about it lay an abandoned province of Europe 
whose people spoke Polish, Lithuanian, and Byelo
russian, or a mixture of the three, and retained many 
customs and habits long since forgotten elsewhere. 
I speak in the past tense because today this city of 
my childhood is as lava-inundated as was Pompeii. 
Most of its former inhabitants were either murdered 
by the Nazis, deported to Siberia, or re-settled by the 
Russians in the western territories from which the 
Germans were expelled. Other people, born thou
sands of miles away, now walk its streets ; and for 
them, its churches, founded by Lithuanian princes 
and Polish kings, are useless. 

Then, however, no one dreamt of mass murder 
and mass deportations. And the life of the town un
folded in a rhythm that was slower and less subject 
to change than are forms of government or borders 
of kingdoms. The University, the Bishops' Palace, 
and the Cathedral were the most esteemed edifices 
in the city. On Sundays, crowds filled the narrow 
street leading to the old city gate upon which, in a 
chapel, was housed the picture of the Virgin known 
for its miraculous powers. Vilna was a blend of 
Italian architecture and the Near East. In the little 
streets of the Jewish quarter on a Friday evening, 
through the windows one could see families seated 
in the gleam of candlelight. The words of the 
Hebrew prophets resounded in the ancient syna
gogues, for this was one of the most important cen
ters of Jewish literature and learning in Europe. 
Great fairs on Catholic holidays attracted peasants 
from neighboring villages to the city, where they 
would display their wooden wares and medicinal 
herbs on the ground. No fair was complete without 
obwarzanki (hard, round, little cakes threaded on a 
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string) ;  and no matter where they were baked, they 
always bore the name of the little town whose only 
claims to fame were its bakeries and its one-time 
"bear academy," an institution where bears were 
trained. In the winter, the steep streets were filled 
with boys and girls on skis, their red and green j er
kins flashing against a snow that became rosy in the 
frosty sun. 

The University building had thick walls and 
low, vaulted classrooms. The uninitiated were bound 
to get lost in the labyrinth of its shaded courtyards. 
Its arcades and halls might just as easily have been 
located in Padua or Bologna. Once Jesuits used to 
teach the sons of the nobility in this building; but 
at the time when I was studying there, lay professors 
were teaching young people whose parents were for 
the most part small landholders, tenant-farmers, or 
Jewish merchants. 

It was in that building that I met Gamma. He 
was an ungainly, red-faced boy, coarse and boister
ous. If Vilna itself was provincial, then those who left 
their backward villages to come there to study were 
doubly so. Muddy country roads made communica
tion practically impossible in spring and autumn; 
peasants' horses were seized by fits of terror at the 
sight of an automobile ; in many villages, homes were 
still lit by twig torches. Home handicrafts and lum
bering were the only occupations, outside of farm
ing, that the people knew. Gamma came from the 
country. His father, a retired officer of the Polish 
army, had a farm. The family had lived in those re
gions for generations, and its name can be found in 
the registers of the lower nobility of that land. 
Gamma's mother was Russian and he grew up bi
lingual. Unlike the maj ority of his companions who 
were Catholic, he was Orthodox, a faith he inherited 
from his mother. 

Our first conversations did not portend a close 
understanding between us. True, we were bound by 
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a common interest in literature, but I was offended 
by his behavior, by his piercing voice-he just did 
not know how to speak in a normal tone-and by the 
opinions he uttered. He always carried a heavy cane 
of the type that was the favorite weapon of young 
people given to anti-Semitic extravagances. His vio
lent anti-Semitism was, in fact, his political program. 
As for myself, I despised such nationalists ; I thought 
them dangerous blockheads who, in order not to 
think, were raising a loud hue and cry, and stirring 
up mutual hatreds in various national groups. There 
are certain conversations that stick in one's memory ; 
and sometimes what one remembers, even more than 
the actual words, is what one was looking at then. 
When I recall our talk about racism, I see his legs, 
the round paving stones of the street, and his cane 
leaning against the gutter. He spoke of blood and 
earth, and of how power should be vested not in the 
whole of the citizenry regardless of race or native 
tongue, but in the dominant national group, who 
should take measures to safeguard its blood against 
contamination. Perhaps his nationalist zeal was an 
effort to compensate for his own deficiencies ; his 
mixed, half-Russian origin and his Orthodox faith 
must surely have caused him much unpleasantness 
at the hands of his provincial and primitive school
mates. His voice rang out, belligerent and permeated 
by a sense of his own superiority. My arguments 
against racist theories awakened a profound disgust 
in him; he considered me a person whose thinking 
was an obstacle to action. As for him, he wanted ac
tion. This was the year 193 1. We were both very 
young, very poor, and unaware of the unusual events 
we were to be thrust into later. 

I visited him in 1949 in one of the capitals of 
\Vestern Europe where he was the ambassador of Red 
Poland, and a trusted member of the Party. His resi
dence was guarded by a heavy wrought-iron gate. 
A few minutes after one rang, an eye would appear 
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at the aperture, hinges would rattle, and one would 
see the big courtyard with a few shining cars in it. 

To the left of the entrance stood the sentry-box 
of the chauffeur on duty, who was armed with a pis
tol against any eventuality. Standing in the middle 
of the courtyard, one perceived the proportions of 
the fac;ade and the wings. This was one of the most 
beautiful palaces in that beautiful capital. A certain 
eighteenth-century aristocrat had built it for his mis
tress. The interior retained its former character; the 
big rooms, their wal l s  covered with gilded wainscot
ing, contained furniture, rugs and Gobelin tapestries 
of that century. Gamma received me in the midst of 
gilt and marble ;  he was cordial ; the years had worn 
the roughness off his gestures, and inj ected a slightly 
artificial sweetness into his manner. In this pa lace 
he had his apartment, reception salons, and offices. 
Many of the most eminent representatives of \Vestem 
art and science visited him frequently. A well-known 
English scholar called him a charming man, liberal 
and free of fanaticism. This opinion was shared by 
many members of the intellectual elite, among them 
Catholics, liberals, and even conservatives. As for the 
luminaries of Western Communist literature, they 
admired him both because he was an emissary of the 
East they worshipped, and because he was extremely 
acute in his Marxist appraisal of literary problems. 
Obviously, they did not know his past nor the price 
one pays in order that an unseasoned youth, raised in 
one of the most forsaken corners of Europe, may be
come the master of an eighteenth-century palace. 

Gamma felt fine in this Western capital. He 
loved to visit night spots and cabarets and was so 
well-known in them that whenever he entered, the 
maitre d'hotel would lead him ceremoniously to the 
best table. Seeing that nonchalant man watching peo
ple through narrowed eyes from behind champagne 
bottles ranged in ice buckets, one could easily have 
mistaken him for an English squire who had 
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managed to salvage something of his fortune. Tall, 
slightly stooped, he had the long, ruddy face of a 
man who has spent much time with guns and dogs. 
He looked very much like what he really was : a mem
ber of the lower Polish nobility, which once hunted 
passionately, drank passionately, fulfilled its political 
duties by delivering orations plentifully interspersed 
with Latin, and quelled opposition by a choral shout 
of protest or, when necessary, by fencing duels amid 
overturned benches and tables. The freedom of his 
gestures was the freedom of a man conscious of his 
privileges. Toward his subordinates who, as part of 
their j ob, often accompanied him on his nocturnal 
expeditions, he behaved with benevolent disdain. In 
the office he would at times, out of an excess of high 
spirits, pull the noses of the embassy secretaries or 
give them a resounding slap on the behind. But he 
was also prone to attacks of unbridled anger. Then 
his ruddy face would turn purple, his blue eyes 
would become bloodshot, and his voice recapture its 
former piercing, savage note. No wonder that West
ern diplomats, scholars, and artists considered him a 
none too psychologically complicated bon viveur. 
Even his tactlessness seemed to stem from a broad, 
open nature that offended at times out of excessive 
sincerity but that was, in any case, free of guile. The 
lack of embarrassment with which he spoke of mat
ters considered touchy by other Communists won the 
confidence of his listeners. This was no Communist
they would agree after a visit to the embassy-or if 
he was, then how broad and civilized his outlook ! 
What they thought was naturalness was for him sheer 
artifice. Conscious of his resemblance to a country 
squire, he used his simple, good-natured mannerisms 
with deliberate skill. Only those who knew him very 
intimately saw the cold calculation that lay beneath 
his feigned effusiveness. In his bosom he carried an 
invisible dagger with which he could strike unex
pected and treacherous blows. But at the same time, 
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this dagger, from which he was never parted either 
by day or by night, chilled his heart. He was not a 
happy man. 

Wearing his most enchanting smile, he con
vinced diplomats suspected of not wanting to return 
behind the iron curtain of his personal benevolence 
toward them. He thundered against the idiots in War
saw who did not understand how matters had to be 
handled in the West. After which he proposed a j oint 
excursion to Warsaw by air, for a few days, to explain 
to those fools how to settle some question that had 
occasioned the exchange of numerous telegrams. The 
delinquent reflected:  Gamma's good will was obvi
ous; every trip to Warsaw was a proof of loyalty to
ward the government and so pro longed one's stay 
abroad; and, as far as he could see, no risk was 
involved. In a festive mood, exchanging little j okes 
with Gamma, the diplomat boarded the plane. No 
sooner had he reached the airfield in Warsaw than 
he realized that he had fallen into a trap. Having ac
complished his mission, Gamma took the first plane 
going in the other direction. To supervise the con
sciences of his personnel was not the least of his du
ties ; it was, in fact, an honor, a sign of trust. His dag
ger always worked best whenever the talents of a 
psychologist were required, that is, in cases normally 
assigned to the political police. 

But let me return to the past. Then, he did not 
know the taste of champagne. Faithful to ancient tra
dition, the Universitv cafeteria in which we ate bore, 
as did many institutions of the University, a Latin 
name, mensa. The meals cost very little, but were as 
bad as they were cheap. Consequently they were the 
favorite subj ect of satiric verse which sang the un
paralleled hardness of the meat balls and the wateri
ness of the soups. Amid the smoke of bad cigarettes, 
we used to sit there discussing poetry and recipro
cally meting out laurels that interested no one but 
ourselves. Still, our group of beginning writers was 
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to interest many people in the future and to play an 
important role in the history of our country. While 
our comrades were concerned with their studies or 
with winning good jobs in the future, we longed for 
fame and dreamt of reshaping the world. As so often 
happens, what intelligence and talent we had was paid 
for by a disturbance of our internal balance. In each 
of us were deep wounds dating from our childhood 
or adolescence, different in each of us but identical 
in one basic element, in something that made it im
possible for us to live in harmony with others of 
our age, something that made us feel "different" and 
hence drove us to seek compensations. The subjec
tive motives that breed immoderate ambition are not 
easy to track down. Gamma was, I believe, extremely 
sensitive about his family. Another factor that might 
have affected him deeply was something that occurred 
when he was a schoolboy : he accidentally killed a 

friend while hunting. The feeling of guilt that arose 
as a result of this accident probably helped to mold 
his future decisions. 

Perhaps even more important was a disturbance 
of our social equilibrium. We were all in revolt 
against our environment. None of us was of the pro
letariat. We derived from the intelligentsia, which in 
that part of Europe was a synonym for the impover
ished nobility or the lower middle class. Gamma's 
father was, as I said, a retired officer; George, a poet, 
was the son of a provincial lawyer; Theodore, a poet 
( later shot by the Polish underground as a Party 
propagandist) ,  bore an aristocratic name although 
his mother was an employee in a bank; Henryk, an 
orator, writer, and politician ( later shot by the Ger
mans ) ,  was the son of a railroad engineer who prided 
himself on bearing one of the most well-known 
names in Poland; Stefan, a poet who later became a 
prominent economist, came of an unsuccessful, half
German mercantile family; my family belonged to 
the Lithuanian nobility, but my faiher had migrated 
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from the country to the city to become an engineer. 
The revolt against one's environment is usually shame 
of one's environment. The social status of all of us 
was undefined. Our problems were those of the twen
tieth century, but the traditions of our families bound 
us to concepts and customs we thought ridiculous 
and reactionary. We were suspended in a void, and 
in this we were no exceptions. The country had never 
experienced a real industrial revolution; the middle 
class was weak; the worker was for some people a 
brutal dirty-faced creature who worked hard or 
drank hard, and for others a myth, an object of wor
ship. Our society was divided into an "intelligentsia" 
as opposed to the "people." To the latter belonged 
the workers and peasants. We were of the "intelli
gentsia," but we rebelled against it because it was ori
ented toward the past rather than the future. One 
could compare our situation, in some respects, to that 
of the sons of impoverished first families of the South 
in the United States. We were adrift, and we could 
find no place to anchor. Some people called us the 
"intel lectuals' club" in an effort to oppose the intel
lectuals to the "intelligentsia ." 

These were years of acute economic crisis. Un
employment spread throughout wide spheres of the 
population. The university youth, living without 
money and without hope of finding work after fin
ishing his studies, was of a radical temper. This radi
calism took two forms. Some, like Gamma, at the 
beginning of his stay at the University, became in
tensely nationalistic. They saw the answer to all dif
ficulties in a vaguely defined "national revolution." 
In practice, this meant a hostile attitude toward their 
Jewish comrades, who as future lawyers and doc
tors would be their professional competitors. Against 
these nationalists emerged the "left" whose program, 
depending on the group, vacillated between socialism 
and a variation on the New Deal. During annual elec
tions to "The Fraternal Aid," which was something 
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in the nature of an autonomous student government 
that administered student houses, the mensa, etc., 
these two camps waged battles with words and some
times with fists. 

Both the Communists and the government tried 
to win over the "left," if I may use this term to de
scribe a conglomeration of differing groups. Pilsud
ski's mild semi-dictatorship, lacking a clear-cut pro
gram, timidly courted the favor of the young people 
in an effort to recruit new leaders. Seeing the grow
ing radicalism of the universities, it wooed the "left" 
by promising reforms. For a certain time, our group 
was the mainstay of the government's attempts to 
consolidate its position among the university youth. 
Our friends, Stefan and Henryk, were considered 
the most promising of the young "government" poli
ticians in the country. But these attempts ended 
in failure. "The most promising young politicians" 
broke with the government and went further to the 
left; whereas the mechanism of events pushed the 
government ever more to the right. Nationalism-if 
not downright totalitarianism in a local edition-be
gan to gain ever greater victories. The government 
abandoned its support of the patchwork "govern
ment left" and started to flirt with the nationalists. 

Let this suffice as a general picture of pre-war 
politics in the now lava-deluged city of Vilna. My 
account covers many years. During that time, every 
spring just when we had to study for exams the trees 
would turn green ; and ever since, nowhere el�e has 
the green seemed so joyous to me. On the river, little 
boats appeared taking trippers out to nearby beaches, 
and long logs floated out of the forests down to the 
sawmills. Young couples, holding hands, strolled un
der the arcades of the University. To rise before day
break, take a kayak at the landing stage and, in the 
light of the rising sun, paddle on the river whose 
swift waters pushed between sandy cliffs and clumps 
of pines-that was pure joy. We often made excur-
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sions to nearby lakes in whose midst whole archipel
agos of islands thrust up like big bouquets. The grass 
on the islands was buoyant, untouched by human 
feet ; nightingales shouted in the willows. We would 
swarm into the water and swim out, troubling the 
reflections of clouds and trees on its smooth surface ; 
or we would float on our backs in the water, look 
up at the sky and sing happy, inarticulate songs. We 
lived through betrayals of love, sorrows over failed 
exams, mutual intrigues and envies. Our articles and 
poems appeared in print. Over the hard meat balls 
in the mensa, the topics of conversation changed. 
Disputes over the significance of metaphor in poetry 
yielded to discussions of the theories of Georges 
Sorel, and later Marx and Lenin. 

Gamma parted with the nationalists rather 
quickly; still, he had little sympathy for the "govern
ment left" or for the Catholic left. He wrote poetry 
which was printed in magazines issued by our group; 
but his poems, unlike those written by Theodore, 
George, or myself, were the object of neither attack 
nor praise. The critics received them in silence. He 
had that mastery of technique that modern poetry 
requires, but what he wrote was lifeless. Those he 
envied wrote, I believe, stupidly; but their style was 
individual, their rhythmic incantations expressed the 
authors' feelings, their fury and sarcasm irritated the 
readers, but caught their attention. Gamma's poems 
were studied arrangements of carefully selected met
aphors that said nothing. 

Our group became more and more radical. After 
the collapse of the "government left," the question 
arose: what "left" ? Social democracy in our country 
shared the faults of all the social democratic parties 
of the continent-it was weak and willing to com
promise. Russia began to figure in our conversations 
ever more frequently. We lived less than a hundred 
miles from the borders of the Soviet Union, yet we 
had no more knowledge of it than did the inhabitants 
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of Brazil. The border was hermetically sealed. We 
were situated on the peripheries of a world that dif
fered from the East as much as if it were another 
planet. That Eastern world, which we knew only 
from books, seemed to us like a world of progress 
when we compared it with conditions we could ob
serve at first hand. Weighing the matter rationally, 
we were convinced that the future lay with the East. 
Our country was in a state of paralysis. The masses 
had no say in the government. The social filter was 
so contrived that the peasants' and workers' youth 
had no access to secondary schools and universities 
because the expenses, though low, were nevertheless 
beyond their means. Infinitely complicated national 
minority problems (and our country had a high 
percentage of minorities) were resolved in the most 
chauvinistic spirit. The nationalist movement, sup
ported by the petty bourgeoisie and the penniless 
intelligentsia, drove the government to ever sharper 
discrimination. The country was heading toward a 
variation on what was happening in neighboring 
Germany, the same Germany that threatened war and 
the destruction of Poland. Can one wonder that we 
looked to Russia as the country where a solution had 
been found to all the problems that beset us, as the 
country which alone could save us from the misfor
tunes which we could so easily visualize as we lis
tened to Hitler's speeches over the radio? 

Still, it was not easy to become a Communist, for 
Communism meant a complete revision of one's con
cepts of nationality. For centuries Poland had been 
in a state of permanent war with Russia. There was a 
time when Polish kings had led their troops to the 
very gates of the "Rome of the East." Then the scale 
tipped in favor of Moscow until at last, throughout 
the whole nineteenth century, the greater part of 
Poland was under Tsarist rule. In accepting Commu
nism, one agreed to consider those old conflicts be
tween the two nations to have been conflicts between 
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their ruling classes only. It was necessary to forget 
the past. One conceded that Poland-after its short 
period of independence resu lting from the Versailles 
peace-would, in the event of the victory of Com
munism, become once again a province of Russia. 
Poland's eastern territories, and the city in which 
we lived, were to be incorporated directly into the 
Soviet Union because JVloscow regarded them as part 
of the Byelorussian and Ukrainian republics. As for 
the rest, that obviously would become one more 
republic in the Union. Polish Communists made n o  

attempt to conceal that such was the Party program. 
To renounce loyalty toward one's country and 

to eradicate patriotic feelings inculcated in school 
and in the University-this was the price of entrance 
upon the road of progress. Not everyone \Vas 

prepared to pay this price. Our group disintegrated . 
"The most promising young government politicians," 
Stefan and Henryk, became Stalinists ; George and I 
withdrew. Those who crossed the line thought the 
rest of us weak poets, bookworms incapable of ac
tion. Perhaps their opinion was not far from the truth. 
I am not sure, however, that cast-iron consistencv is 
the greatest of human virtues. 

_, 

Gamma became a Stalinist. I think he felt uneasy 
writing his passionless poetry. He was not made for 
literature. Whenever he settled down before a sheet 
of paper he sensed a void in himself. He was inca
pable of experiencing the intense j oys of a writer, 
either those of the creative process or those of work 
accomplished. The period between his nationalism 
and his Stalinism was for him a limbo, a period of 
senseless trials and disillusionment. 

The Communist Party was il legal in our coun
try. Membership in it was punishable under a para
graph of the law that defined any attempt to deprive 
Poland of any part of her territory as a criminal of
fense. Party leaders, realizing they had nothing to 
gain at the time from illegal activity, tried to reach 
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and sway public opmwn through sympathizers not 
directly involved in the Party. A number of publica
tions appeared in Poland which followed the Party 
line, adapting it to the level of unwary readers. The 
group in which Gamma found himself started to edit 
one such periodical. Contacts with Party messengers 
took place in secret, often on trips to the neighbor
ing forests. By now, most of the members of our 
original group had completed their course of studies. 
This was the period of war in Spain and of the Com
munist front "in defense of culture," when the Party 
was trying to rally all the forces of liberalism under 
a popular slogan. 

Gamma wrote articles, spoke at meetings, 
marched in May Day parades. He acted. When the 
authorities closed down the periodical, arrested the edi
tors and put them on trial, he, together with the 
others, found himself in the dock. The trial created 
a great sensation in the city; it was a considerable 
blow to the government because it showed that this 
youth, on which it had counted most, had rapidly 
evolved toward Communism. Many liberals were in
censed by the severity of the authorities toward these 
university graduates, these young doctors of law or 
philosophy. The best lawyers in the city defended 
them. The accused argued and lied convincingly and 
often; they were mentally better trained than the 
prosecutor, nor did they yield to him in knowledge 
of the law. They received mild sentences. Gamma 
was acquitted for lack of evidence. 

During the years that immediately preceded the 
outbreak of the Second World War, Gamma worked 
at his profession, doing literary research. He wrote 
a book on the structure of the short story which in 
no way betrayed his political convictions. It would 
have been equally difficult to discover any particu
larly revolutionary notions in the two volumes of 
verse that he published. He married, and a daughter 
was born to him, His life was a constant struggle 
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against financial troubles. Because he was known to 
be a Communist, he could not hope for a govern
ment position, so he supported himself by occasional 
literary j obs. From time to time, he published a tem
perate article about literature in leftist publications. 
He awaited his hour. 

That hour came shortly. Hitler attacked Poland, 
and his march was swift. The Red Army moved 
to meet him and occupied, in accordance with the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, those territories which the 
Party program had always openly proclaimed should 
be j oined to the Union. The effect of these attacks 
was like that of a fire in an anthill. Thousands of hun
gry and frightened people clogged the roads : sol
diers of the beaten army trying to get home, police
men getting rid of their uniforms, women searching 
for their husbands, groups of men who had wanted 
to fight but who had not found arms. This was a time 
of universal migration. Throngs of people fled from 
the East to German occupation in the West; similar 
throngs fled from the Germans to the East and Soviet 
rule. The end of the State was marked by a chaos 
that could occur perhaps only in the twentieth cen
tury. 

Gamma was mobilized but he spent only a few 
days in the army, so quickly did defeat come. The 
Soviet Union magnanimously offered the city of 
Vilna to Lithuania, which was to enjoy the friend
ship of its mighty neighbor for a year before it was 
finally swallowed up. Gamma, craving action, moved 
to Lvov, the largest city under Soviet occupation. 
There he met other pro-Stalinist writers, and they 
quickly organized. With the support of the new au
thorities, they acquired a house in which they set up 
a canteen and living quarters ; and there they went to 
work on the new type of writing-which consisted 
mostly of translations from Russian, or else not 
overly fastidious propaganda. 

In these new circumstances Gamma very quickly 
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won the trust of the literary specialists who had been 
sent from Russia to supervise the "cultural clean-up" 
of the newly acquired territories. Many of his com
panions, although theoretically Communist, were 
torn bv internal conflicts. The misfortunes of their 
fatherl;nd were reducing them to a state of nerv
ous breakdown. The savagery of the conquerors and 
their enmity toward all Poles filled them with fear. 
For the first time, they were in contact with the 
new and ominous world which, until now, they had 
known only from embellished accounts. But G

·
amma 

showed no doubt; his decision was made. I a m  

tempted to explain this on the basis of his voice 
and his dry, unpleasant laugh, \Vhich could lead one 
to suspect that his emotional life was always rather 
primitive. He knew anger, hatred, fear, and enthusi
asm; but reflective emotion was alien to him-in this 
lay the weakness of his talent. 

Condemned to purely cerebral writing, Gamma 
clung to doctrine. All he had to say could have been 
shouted at a meeting or printed in a propaganda 
leaflet. He could move forward without being 
swayed by any affective complications ; he was able 
to express himself in a single tone. His success (not 
as a writer but as a literary politician, which is the 
most important type of literary success in the Stalin
ist system) was also promoted by his fluent knowl
edge of Russian. He was, after all ,  half-Russ ian,  and 
so he could arrive more easi ly than others at an un
derstanding with the new rul�rs. He was regarded as 
one of the "surest." 

But most people in the newly acquired areas 
were not so well off. They trembled with fright. The 
first arrests told them to expect the worst; and their 
fears were well-founded for the worst came quickly, 
in the form of mass deportations. At dawn, agents of 
the NKVD knocked at the doors of houses and huts ; 
they allowed little time for the arrested families to 
gather together even the most essential articles ; they 



Gmnma, the Slave of History 1 45 

advised them to dress warmly. Bolted cattle cars car
ried away the prisoners, men, women, and children. 
Thousands upon thousands ebbed away to the East. 
Soon the number was tens of thousands, and finally 
hundreds of thousands. After many weeks or months 
of travel, the human transports arrived at their desti
nations : forced labor camps in the polar regions, or 
collective farms in Asia. Among the deportees were 
Gamma's father, mother, and teen-aged sisters. The 
father-it is said-cursed his unnatural son who could 
write eulogies of the ru lers who were the cause of 
his countrymen's sufferings . The father died some
where in those vast expanses where a thousand miles 
seems a modest distance, but the mother and daugh
ters lived on as slaves. At the time, Gamma was de
livering inflammatory speeches about the great j oy 
it was to live and work in this new and best of orders 
that was turning man's dreams into reality. Who can 
guess what he felt then? Even if he had tried to de
fend his family, he could not have saved them ; and 
besides, although he \Vas in the good books of the 
NKVD, he was afraid. 

The Russians distrust Communists of other na
tionalities ; and most of al l ,  Polish Communists, as 
specific examples from the years 1 9 17-39  demon
strate. Many active Polish Communists fleeing to the 
Soviet Union in fear of persecution were there ac
cused of imaginary crimes and liquidated. That hap
pened to three well-known Polish Communist poets : 
Wandurski, Staude, and Bruno Jasieii.ski. Their names 
are never mentioned today ; their works will never 
be re-edited. Yet once Jasieriski's novel I Burn Paris 
appeared serially in France's L'Humanite, and he 
had the same international fame that Communist 
poets like Nazim Hikmet and Pablo Neruda enj oy 
today. He died in a slave labor camp near the Arctic 
Circle. 

The wave of arrests did not by-pass the little 
group of "sure" individuals. Polish Communists were 
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always suspected of nationalist tendencies. The dis
covery that they suffered over the plight of their na
tion was sufficient cause for repression. Suddenly one 
day, the NKVD started house-cleaning in the circle 
that Gamma belonged to. One of the men arrested 
was the famous poet W. B. If Communist authori
ties in France were to arrest Aragon, or if American 
Communists were to imprison Howard Fast, the ef
fect on the public would be more or less the same as 
that created by W. B.'s arrest. He was a revolutionary 
poet worshipped by the entire left and too respected 
by everyone, even his political adversaries, to be pre
vented from publishing his verse. Consequently, he 
held an exceptional position in our country. Fleeing 
from German-occupied Warsaw, he had taken refuge 
in the Soviet zone. 

After the arrest of his colleagues, Gamma suc
cumbed to a violent attack of fear. Never before in 
his life had he been so frightened. He assumed that 
this was just the beginning and that on the next 
round all the writers who were still at liberty would 
find themselves under lock and key. Feverish and 
wild-eyed, he ran to his fellow Communists with 
a proposal for immediate preventive measures. He 
wanted to issue a public manifesto condemning the 
arrested, among them W. B., as fascists. He argued 
that such a manifesto, signed by scores of names, 
would constitute a proof of orthodoxy. But his col
leagues were reluctant to make a public statement 
denouncing their friends as fascists. This was, in 
their opinion, too drastic a step. They were experi
enced Communists and explained to him that such 
a move would be politically unwise. It could only 
prove ham1ful to those who signed because it was 
dictated so transparently by cowardice. Besides, it 
was hard to foresee the shape events would take in 
the future. Caution was indicated. The manifesto was 
not issued. 
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At that time Gamma was just beginning his ca
reer and had not yet mastered the canons of compli
cated political strategy. His reactions were uncon
trolled. He had yet to learn how to act with true 
cunnmg. 

Then Hitler attacked Russia, and in a few days 
his army reached Lvov. Gamma could not remain 
in the city; he was too well-known as a Communist 
writer and speaker. In the general panic that accom
panied the hasty evacuation of offices, NKVD men, 
and the fleeing army, he succeeded in hopping a 
train bound for the East. He left his wife and daugh
ter in the city. To tel l  the truth, the married life of 
this couple left much to be desired. The wife dis
liked the new order, as did nearly everyone who had 
occasion to watch it operate. She disapproved of her 
husband's new career. They parted, and their separa
tion was to prove definitive. 

Gamma found himself in Russia. His years there 
were years of education. Many Poles who had ar
rived in bolted cattle cars were scattered throughout 
Russia at that time. Their number, including the 
interned soldiers and officers of the Polish army, 
amounted to some one and a half millions. Moscow 
regarded them as a hostile element and treated them 
accordingly. The Kremlin never, even at the time 
of its military setbacks, abandoned its far-sighted 
plans for the new Poland that was to arise in the 
future. Poland was the most important country in 
the Kremlin's calculations because it was a gangplank 
to Europe. Since the "cadres" of the new Poland 
could not be recruited from among the deportees, 
the Party had to use the little group of "sure" Com
munist intellectuals. In Russia Gamma met the univer
sity colleagues with whom he had once stood trial; 
and it was they, together with a few others, who 
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founded a society nobly christened the Union of 
Patriots. This society became the nucleus of the gov
ernment that rules in Warsaw today. 

Even before the war the members of the Union 
of Patriots had agreed to renounce independence for 
their country in the name of the logic of History. 
While in Russia, they began to pay this price in prac
tice, for they were not free to show any solidarity 
with the masses of Polish prisoners and slave laborers. 
The deportees (among them were not only former 
landowners, manufacturers, and government func
tionaries, but mostly poor people-peasants, woods
men, policemen, small Jewish merchants, etc. ) were 
nothing but human pulp. Their thinking was 
branded with the stamp of noble and bourgeois 
Poland; they invoked pre-war days as a lost paradise. 
What else could one do with them except keep them 
in labor camps or on remote collective farms? The 
members of the Union of Patriots could sympathize 
with them as people, but their sympathy was not to 
be permitted to influence their political decisions. 
In any case, typhus, hunger, and scurvy were de
stroying this human material so effectively that in a 
few years it would cease to exist as a problem. 

Gamma, whose family was among the deportees, 
understood why they thought of pre-war Poland as 
a lost paradise. Their lot, though not very different 
materially from that of millions of Soviet citizens, 
was particularly hard because they were unaccus
tomed to hunger and a severe climate. When the 
London Government-in-Exile concluded a pact with 
Moscow that called for the formation of a Polish 
army within the Soviet Union and an amnesty for 
Polish political prisoners, masses of people poured 
out of the northern slave labor camps and rushed to 
the south. The corpses of these ragged beggars lit
tered the streets of the cities of southeastern Russia. 
Out of the totally exhausted, half-dead people who 
survived the trek, an army was formed that took its 
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orders from the exile government in London. For 
Gamma, as for the Russian rulers, this was the army 
of the class enemy; like the English and Americans, 
it was only a temporary ally. 

The Polish command was seeking officers. Sev
eral thousand Polish officers had been interned in 
conformance with the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. 
Now they could not be found. Gamma knew that 
the London Poles' search would not be crowned with 
success. This was a delicate matter. Civilized nations 
do not, in general, kill interned members of the mili
tary forces of countries they are not even at war 
with; still, the logic of History sometimes demands 
such measures. Polish officers were the "cadre" of 
the old order in Poland. Most of them were reserve 
officers ; in civilian life they were teachers, lawyers, 
doctors, government officials, in short, the intelli
gentsia, whose ties to the past obstructed the way of 
the revolution that was to be imposed on Poland. 
Considering that the Germans, on their part, were 
doing an excellent j ob in that country of wiping out 
its intelligentsia, a cadre of over ten thousand con
stituted an impressive number, and one was not com
pletely unjustified in using drastic methods to get rid 
ot them. Whenever they heard of the London gov
ernment's fruitless efforts to find some trace of the 
internees, Gamma and the other members of the 
Union of Patriots exchanged ironic glances. 

One of the interned officers was a young profes
sor from the University where Gamma and I had 
studied. The professor was a liberal who had com
miserated with Gamma and his comrades over their 
arrest. He was, however, the author of several eco
nomic studies which presented the Soviet Union in 
a none too flattering light. Somewhere in the secu
rity files in Moscow his name had been written down. 
It took a number of months before NKVD authori
ties identified him in a camp. Their discovery came 
j ust in time: the telegram demanding his immediate 
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transfer to a prison in Moscow arrived at the railroad 
station where the transports of internees were actu
ally in the process of being unloaded, preparatory 
to their being taken into the nearby forests and shot. 
The professor did not share this fate because, as bu
reaucracy would have it, complicated cases must be 
studied with special diligence. After the amnesty he 
got out of Russia. 

Many Poles who observed life in the Soviet 
Union at first hand underwent a change of heart. 
After a soj ourn in prisons or labor camps, former 
Communists entered the army of the London gov
ernment. One of those released as a result of the 
amnesty was the poet W. B. When the Polish army 
was evacuated from Russia to the Near East ( later 
to take part in the battles in Italy) , W. B. was happy 
to leave the country of hopes unrealized after thirty 
years. Yet after the end of the War, he could not 
bear to remain an exile. He returned to a Poland 
ruled by Gamma and others like him. He forgave. 
Today every school child learns his Ode to Stalin by 
heart. 

Despite any internal vacillations or moments of 
despair, Gamma and his comrades in the Union of 
Patriots persevered. They played for high stakes, and 
their expectations were fulfilled. The tide of victory 
swung in Russia's favor. A new Polish army started 
to form in the Soviet Union. It was to enter Poland 
with the Red Army and to serve as a mainstay of 
the new pro-Soviet Polish government. Gamma was 
among the first organizers of this army. Since there 
were no Polish officers, the higher ranks were filled 
by Russians. But one could not complain of a lack 
of soldiers. Only a small number of the deportees 
had managed to make their way to Persia together 
with the London army. For those who were left be
hind the only remaining chance of salvation, that is 
of escape outside the borders of the Soviet Union,. 
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was enlistment in the new army politically supervised 
by the NKVD and the Union of Patriots. 

The summer of 1944 arrived. The Red Armv, 
and with it the new Polish army, set foot on Poli�h 
soil. How the years of suffering, humiliation, and 
clever maneuvering were repaid !  This was what 
came of betting on a good horse! Gamma j oyously 
greeted the little towns ravaged by artillery fire, and 
the narrow plots of land which were a relief for the 
eyes after the monotonous expanses of Russian col
lective farms. His j eep carried him over roads bor
dered by the twisted iron of burnt-out German tanks 
toward power and the practical embodiment of what 
had hitherto been theoretic discussions full of cita
tions from Lenin and Stalin. This was the reward for 
those who knew how to think correctly, who under
stood the logic of History, who did not surrender to 
senseless sentimentality ! It was they, and not those 
tearful fools from London, who were bringing Po
land liberation from the Germans. The nation would, 
of  course, have to undergo a maj or operation; 
Gamma felt the excitement of a good surgeon enter
ing the operating room. 

Gamma, now a political officer with the rank of 
major, brought with him from Russia a new wife, a 
Polish soldier-wife. In uniform, wearing heavy Rus
sian boots, she looked as if she might be of any age. 
In reality she was very young, but she had lived 
through many hardships in Russia. She was barely 
in her teens when she, her sister, brother, and mother 
were arrested and deported from the center of Eu
rope to the Asiatic steppes. Summers there are as 
hot as they are in tropical countries ; winters so severe 
that the tears that flow from the cold are instantly 
transformed into icicles. A loaf of bread is a small 
fortune ; hard work breaks the strength of under
nourished bodies. Police supervision and the vastness 
of the Asiatic continent kill all hope of escape. The 
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young girl, a daughter of a middle-class family, was 
not accustomed to hard, physical toil, but she had to 
support her family. She succeeded after a while in 
entering a course on tractor driving, and after com
pleting it she drove huge Russian tractors on the 
steppes of Kazakhstan. Her sympathy for the Stalinist 
system, after these experiences, was not great. In 
fact, like almost all the soldiers of the new Polish 
army, she had come to hate it. At last, however, she 
found herself in Poland, and the game for high stakes 
that Gamma was playing was also her game. 

The Red Army reached the Vistula. The new 
government, which was as yet known only as the 
Liberation Committee, began to function in the city 
of Lublin. Great tasks and great difficulties faced the 
Union of Patriots. There was little fear that the West
ern allies would cause any trouble. The obstacles 
were of an internal nature; they sprang from the 
hostile attitude of the people. Once again the old 
conflict between two loyalties flared up. In the ter
ritories now held by the Russians large units of 
partisans, the so-called Home Army, affiliated with 
the London Government-in-Exile, had operated 
against the occupying Germans. Now these units 
were disarmed, their members drafted into the new 
Polish army or else arrested and deported to Russia. 
Gamma humorously recounted what happened in 
Vilna, the city of our youth. An uprising against the 
Germans broke out, and detachments of the Home 
Army entered the city simultaneously with the Rus
sian troops. Then the Soviet command gave a mag
nificent banquet to which it invited the officers of 
the Home Army. This was, as Gamma said, a feast in 
the ancient Slavonic manner, a sumptuous repast 
during which, according to legend, midst friendly 
embraces, toasts, and song, invited kinsmen were 
quietly poisoned. In the course of the banquet, the 
officers of the Home Army were arrested. 

From Lublin, Gamma observed that much the 
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same thing, but on an incomparably larger scale, was 
happening in Warsaw. At that time the Red Army 
stood on the line of the Vistula, with Warsaw on the 
opposite side of the river. The radio of the Libera
tion Committee urged the inhabitants of the capital 
to revolt against the Germans. Yet once the uprising 
broke out, the radio, receiving new instructions, be
gan to heap abuse on the leaders. Of course : they 
were acting on orders from the Soviet Union's rival 
in the struggle for power. A feast in the Slavonic tra
dition was an inadequate measure in tliis instance; 
Warsaw itself, a center of opposition to the Russians 
just as much as to the Germans, had to be destroyed. 
The officers of the Red Army gazed through their 
binoculars at the street fighting on the other side of 
the river. Smoke obscured their field of vision more 
and more. Day after day, week after week, the battle 
went on, until at last the fires merged to form a wall 
of flame. Gamma and his friends listened to awkward 
accounts of what was happening in this hell, from 
the lips of insurgents who managed to swim across 
the river. Indeed, the price one had to pay to remain 
true to the logic of History was terrible. One had to 
behold passively the death of thousands, take on 
one's conscience the torture of women and children 
transformed into human torches. Who was guilty? 
The London Government-in-Exile because it wanted 
to use the uprising as a trump card in its play for 
power? The Kremlin because it refused to aid the 
stricken city out of its conviction that national inde
pendence is a bourgeois concept? Or no one? 

Leaning over a table, Communist intellectuals 
dressed in heavy wool uniforms listened to the tale 
of a young girl, one of those who had succeeded in 
swimming the river. Her eyes were crazed, she was 
running a high fever as she spoke. "Our unit was 
smashed and pushed to the river. A few succeeded 
in j oining other units. All of those who remained on 
the bank were wounded. At dawn the SS would at-



1 54 

tack. That meant that all of us would be shot. What 
was I to do? Remain with my wounded comrades? 
But I couldn't help them. I decided to swim. My 
chances of getting across were small because the 
river is lit by flood lights. There are German ma
chine-gun nests everywhere. On the shoals in the 
middle of the river I saw lots of corpses of people 
who had tried to swim across. The current carries 
them to the sandbanks. I was very weak. It was hard 
for us to find food, and I was sick. The current is 
very strong: They shot at me, so I tried to swim un
der water as much as possible." 

After two months of battle, the Germans were 
masters of the ruins of the city. But Communist in
tellectuals had too much work before them to have 
time to brood over the misfortunes of Warsaw. First 
of all, they had to set the printing presses into mo
tion. Because Communism recognizes that rule over 
men's minds is the key to rule over an entire country, 
the word is the cornerstone of this system. Gamma 
became one of the chief press organizers in the city 
of Lublin. 

In the course of these years, he became a better 
writer than he had been before the war. He thrived 
on a strict diet of the doctrine, for "socialist re
alism" strengthens weak talents and undermines 
great ones. His primitivism, of which he had long 
since ceased to be ashamed, now lent the semblance 
of sincerity to his works. His true voice, which he 
had once tried to smother, now spoke in his verse, 
sharp and clamorous. He also wrote a number of 
orthodox stories about the War and Nazi atrocities, 
all of them modeled on the pattern that was to pro
duce thousands of pages of Russian prose. 

In January 1945, the Red Army began its offen
sive, crossed the Vistula and swiftly neared Berlin. 
Gamma also moved to the west. The Party directed 
him to Cracow, the city in which the greatest num
ber of writers, scholars and artists had sought refuge 
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after the fall of Warsaw. There he tasted the delights 
of dictatorship. Strange creatures dressed in rem
nants of furs, belted peasant j erkins and clumsy rope
laced boots began to swarm out of holes in old 
houses, indeed from beneath their very floors. 
Among them were the intellectuals who had survived 
the years of German occupation. Many remembered 
Gamma as a young pre-war poet whose works they 
had ignored. Now they knew he was all-powerful. 
On his word depended the possibility of their ob
taining a chance to publish, a house, an income, a 

j ob with a newspaper, magazine, or publishing firm. 
They approached him apprehensively. Neither be
fore the war nor in their underground activity 
were they Communist. But the new government was 
a fact. Nothing could prevent events from evolving 
as Moscow, as well as Gamma and his friends, desired. 
With a broad smile of friendship, he pressed the ex
tended hands of these people and amused himself. 
Some were recalcitrant; some tried not to show how 
much his favor meant to them; some were openly 
servile. In a short time, he was surrounded by a court 
of yes-men who frowned when he frowned or 
guffawed loudly whenever he deigned to tell a 
j oke. 

Possibly he would not have become such a popu
lar figure so quickly had he behaved as impetuously 
and brutally as before. But years of schooling stood 
him in good stead. Observation of life in Russia and 
long hours spent discussing Stalinist strategy and tac
tics prepared him and his companions for the work 
that awaited them. The first and most important 
maxim was not to frighten people, to appear liberal, 
helpful, and to give men an opportunity to earn a 
living while posing only minimal demands. Most 
people were not ready for diamat; their mentality 
still resembled that of the fools in the West. It would 
be a criminal mistake to create points of psychologi
cal resistance. The process of re-education had to be 
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gradual and imperceptible. His second principle was 
to side immediately and indignantly with anyone 
who rebelled against the drastic methods of the gov
ernment, the censors, or the political police. His 
third precept was to accept everyone who could be 
useful regardless of his political past, with the excep
tion of confirmed fascists or Nazi collaborators. 

By adhering faithfully to these principles, he 
brought many captives into the government camp. 
They became followers of the government not be
cause they wanted to, nor even because of their pub
lic statements, but because of stern facts. The gov
ernment took possession of all the printing shops 
and all the larger publishing firms in the country. 
Every writer or scholar had many manuscripts dat
ing from the War when printing houses were in
active, and everyone was anxious to publish. From 
the moment his name appeared on the pages of a 
government-controlled periodical, from the moment 
his book was printed by a government-owned firm, 
the writer could not assert that he was hostile to the 
new authorities. In time, concessions were made to 
a few Catholic publications and to a certain num
ber of small private publishers, but they were care
fully kept as parochial as possible so as not to attract 
the best writers. 

Not too much pressure was exerted;  no great de
mands were made on anyone. National flags flew in 
the cities, and the arrests of members of the Home 
Army were carried out quietly. There was a deter
mined effort to grant sufficient outlets for patriotic 
sentiment. The catchwords were freedom and de
mocracy. Following Lenin's tactics, the government 
proclaimed a division of the landed estates among 
the peasants. Whoever dared to speak of collectives 
at that time was punished as an enemy of the people 
for spreading alarm and slandering the government. 

Obviously, the landowners whose property was 
confiscated were not content. Still, most of the es-
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rates, like the factories and mines, had been placed 
under compulsory German management during the 
Nazi occupation and their owners had been, in ef
fect, dispossessed. The peasants' class hatred of the 
manor was not violent in our country so the expelled 
proprietors were not harmed. City-dwellers felt no 
particular sympathy for that feudal group of land
holders; in fact, no one was upset by their loss of 
power. As for the intellectuals, they thought it just 
that factories and mines should become the property 
of the state. We must remember that five and a half 
years of Nazi rule had obliterated all respect for 
private property. A radical agricultural reform also 
seemed, in general, j ustified. The intellectuals were 
concerned about something else, about the boundaries 
of freedom of speech. At the time, they were rather 
broad. One thing was certain: one was not free to 
write anything that might cast aspersion on the in
stitutions of the Soviet Union. The censors made 
sure that this rule was strictly enforced. However, 
praise of Russia was not, as later, obligatory; one 
could remain silent on the subj ect. Outside this 
sphere, writers were given considerable freedom. 

In spite of everything, the entire country was 
gripped by a single emotion: hatred. Peasants, re
ceiving land, hated; workers and office employees, 
j oining the Party, hated;  socialists, participating nom
inally in the government, hated; writers, endeavor
ing to get their manuscripts published, hated. This 
was not their own government; it owed its existence 
to an alien army. The nuptial bed prepared for the 
wedding of the government with the nation was 
decked with national symbols and flags, but from 
beneath that bed protruded the boots of an NKVD 
agent. 

The people who fawned on Gamma also hated. 
He knew it, and this was the source of not the least 
of his pleasures. He would hit sore-spots, and then 
observe the reactions of his listeners. The terro!" 
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and fury that appeared on their faces would give 
way, in an instant, to an ingratiating smile. This was 
as it should be. He held these people in his hand. A 
stroke of his pencil could remove their articles or 
poems from the page proofs of a magazine; his word 
could cause their books to be rej ected by a publish
ing house. They had to behave themselves. Yet even 
as he played with them, he was friendly and helpful; 
he allowed them to earn a living, he watched over 
their careers. 

I met him in Cracow. Many years had elapsed 
since our discussions in the mensa-during one I had 
deliberately thrown a box of matches into his soup 
and since he was subj ect to attacks of rage, the in
cident had ended in fisticuffs. In the intervening 
years I had completed my studies in Paris, and later 
lived in Warsaw. I left our university city because I 
was thrown out of my j ob at the request of the city 
administration. I was suspected of Communist sym
pathies (it seems that differentiation between the 
Stalinist and anti-Stalinist left presents insurmount
able difficulties to all the police in the world ) and 
of being too well-disposed toward the Lithuanians 
and Byelorussians. The latter suspicion was com
pletely justified. Now I was a refugee from Warsaw. 
My fortune consisted of the workclothes I was wear
ing plus a hemp sack which contained my manu
scripts, shaving kit, and a two-penny edition of Gay's 
The Beggar's Opera. From the point of view of the 
Soviet Union's interests, I did not deserve anything 
for what I had done during the War; on the contrary, 
I had committed certain sins. Nevertheless, now I 
was needed and useful; my record from the period 
of German occupation was not so bad; my pen could 
be of value to the new order. 

My meeting with Gamma was almost friendly. 
Two dogs-rather stiff, yet courteous. We were on 
our guard lest we bare our teeth. He remembered 
the literary rivalry between us which had formerly 
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caused him so much vexation; he also remembered 
my open letter against the Stalinists, which had 
placed me more or less in the position of present
day Western dissidents. Still he had a sentimental at
tachment-as did 1-toward his former university 
comrades. This helped to break the ice. That meet
ing was the first move in a game between us that was 
to last a long time. 

This game was not limited to the two of us. All 
the intellectuals who had remained in Poland during 
the Nazi occupation were teamed against the group 
that had returned from the East. The division was 
clear. Much more important matters than mere per
sonal rivalry were at stake. After the experiences of 
the War, none of us, not even former nationalists, 
doubted the necessity of the reforms that were being 
instituted. Our nation was going to be transformed 
into a nation of workers and peasants and that was 
right. Yet the peasant was not content even though 
he was given land; he was afraid. The worker had 
not the slightest feeling that the factories belonged 
to him, even though he worked to mobilize them 
with much self -denial , and even though the propa
ganda assured him that they were his. Small con
tractors and merchants trembled at the knowledge 
that they were destined to be exterminated as a 
group. 

This was, indeed, a peculiar Revolution; there 
was not even a shadow of revolutionary dynamics in 
it; it was carried out entirely by official decree. The 
intellectuals who had spent the War in Poland were 
particularly sensitive to the temper of the country. 
Gamma and his friends glibly ascribed the mood of 
the people to  a "survival of bourgeois consciousness," 
but this formula failed to encompass the truth. The 
masses felt that nothing depended on them, and that 
nothing ever would. Henceforth all discussion would 
serve merely to j ustify the Center's decisions. Should 
one resist? But in a system in which everything 
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gradually becomes the property of the state, sabo
tage strikes at the interests of the entire population. 
Only mental opposition was possible ; and the intel
lectuals, at least the majority of them, felt very 
deeply that this was their duty. By publishing articles 
and books they satisfied the fisherman. The fish swal
lowed the bait and, as we know, when that happens 
one should slacken the line. The line remained slack; 
and until the fisherman resolved to pull out the fish, 
certain valuable cultural activities went on that were 
impossible in such countries, for example, as the Bal
tic states which were directly incorporated into the 
Union. The question was how long this state of af
fairs could continue. It might easily last five, ten, or 
even fifteen years. This was the only game that was 
possible. The West did not count, and the political 
emigration mattered even less. 

Certain personal factors, however, entered into 
the game between Gamma and me. His solicitude 
toward the members of our old group was not mo
tivated entirely by fond memories of our university 
days. He could never free himself of a feeling of 
guilt that dated back to his childhood; and only by 
converting those of us who were not Stalinists 
could he feel that his past actions were at last justi
fied. The trouble was that he was deeply pessimistic 
about the future of mankind, whereas those whom 
he tried to convert were not. Loyal to the Center, 
he voiced official optimism, while in reality, after the 
years he had spent in Russia, he was convinced that 
History is the private preserve of the devil, and that 
whoever serves History signs a satanic pact. He knew 
too much to retain any il lusions and despised those 
na:ive enough to nourish them. To bring new damned 
into the fold was his one means of reducing the num
ber of internally free people, who, by the mere fact 
of their existence, judged him. 

Nor was our game played only within the con
fines of Poland. With Gamma's assistance, George, 
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who became a Catholic poet, was sent to France as 
a cultural attache;  and I was appointed cultural at
tache to the United States. A soj ourn abroad pre
sented important advantages. From that distance, I 
could publish impudent articles and poems whose 
every word was an insult to the Method. Whenever 
I felt that the line was too taut, I would write some
thing that could be interpreted as a sign of ap
proaching conversion. Gamma wrote me warm, lying 
letters. Both of us committed errors. He knew that 
the risk of my defecting was not great. Almost 
more than anyone else, I felt tied to my country. I 
was a poet; I could write only in my native tongue; 
and only in Poland was there a public-made up 
chiefly of young people-with which I could com
municate. He knew that I was afraid to become an 
exile, afraid to condemn myself to the steril ity and 
the vacuum that are proper to every emigration. But 
he overestimated my attachment to a literary career. 
On the other hand, I knew that his letters were false, 
but I could not renounce the idea that there was at 
least an iota of sincerity in his professions of friend
ship. I also believed that he was sufficiently in
telligent not to expect me to sign the pact as he did. 
But I was wrong, for the day came when he de
cided to convert me by both trickery and force. His 
dagger missed me, which is why I am free to write 
this portrait. 

Gamma, too, went abroad. He left Poland after 
the initial post-war disorder had been mastered. A 
period of relative stability was in sight. The Peasant 
Party had to be eliminated and the Socialist Party 
absorbed, but these operations did not promise to be 
too troublesome. In general this was to be the era of 
the NEP. Liberalism was the word in cultural mat
ters. Gamma, believing he needed a bit of peace after 
the nervous tension of the last years, took a post in 
the diplomatic service. 

He sent his new wife to school in Switzerland 
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to leam foreign languages and proper manners. In a 
very short time she was transformed from a soldier
bride wearing clumsy Russian boots into a doll with 
bleached hair and long, painted eyelashes. She be
·came very chic, and dressed in the finest Paris fash
ions. He, meanwhile, devoted much of his time to 
writing. He wrote a novel about the trial of the 
group of young Stalinists in our university city, the 
trial in which he himself had been a defendant. It 
was published at once, and favorably reviewed. 
Still, it was not so warmly praised as one might have 
�xpected. "Socialist realism" had not yet made Po
lish prose sterile ; whereas his book was one of those 
ideological exercises called novels in Russia. 

When we were young, Vilna was an unusually 
picturesque city, not only because of its architecture 
or its setting amidst forests and hills, but also because 
.of the number of languages and cultures that co
·existed there. None of this found its way into his 
novel. Colorless, unable to evoke tangible things, 
his prose was merely a tool with which to etch in 
-events and people. Events and people did not fare 
very well, however. Recognizing real persons in his 
heroes, I could see how inaccurately he drew his 
·characters. A novelist often modifies the people he 
has known; he concentrates his colors, selects and 
stresses those psychological traits which are most 
characteristic. When a writer strives to present real
ity most faithfully he becomes convinced that un
truth is at times the greatest truth. The world is so 
rich and so complex that the more one tries not to 
omit any part of the truth, the more one uncovers 
wonders that elude the pen. 

Gamma's inaccuracy was of a different order. In 
:accordance with the Method, he created abstract 
political types. Into these prefabricated forms he 
tried to squeeze living people ; if they did not fit, he 
unhesitatingly chopped off their legs or their heads. 
Stefan and Henryk, his heroes, were reduced to the 
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sum total of their political activity. But knowing 
them well, I know how complicated their personali
ties were. Henryk, who died before a German firing 
squad, was an unhappy man, internally at war with 
himself; he was the most glaring and tragic example 
of a Polish Communist torn between two loyalties. 
Stefan, who after his return from Moscow became 
one of the dictators of Poland's economy, was al
ways a riddle to me. Now a heavy-set, sullen man, a 
perfect prototype of the Soviet official, he had 
changed completely from the days when he had 
hesitated about embracing Stalinism. I knew him 
when he used to write poems and intelligent literary 
essays. Then, he was a young Faust-drunk with the 
beauty of the world, ironic, brilliant, and rapacious. 
Gamma's novel was entitled Reality , but there was 
little reality in it. It was a travesty on pre-war Poland 
that attempted, unsuccessfully, to present as demons 
the rather inefficient police and the sluggish judges 
of that time. 

After completing his novel, Gamma began to 
feel somewhat bored. He started to travel. He visited 
many European countries, he went to Africa. Once, 
as we debated in the mensa, we used to dream of 
traveling. Our doubts as to whether we would ever 
realize our dreams turned out to have been unneces
sary; we were to come to know this type of diver
sion all too well. The pleasures he got out of travel
ing were not, it seems, overly refined. He had little 
appreciation for architecture and art ; he had no 
great curiosity about patterns of life in different civ
ilizations. Had it been otherwise, he would have been 
a better writer. Travel for him was a pleasant way of 
killing time and of satisfying the youthful ambitions 
of a former provincial. 

Outside of travel, his greatest pleasure was to 
play games with foreigners. Their conviction that 
he was basically "liberal" was not too far from the 
truth. The outrage with which he stormed against 
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certain overly brutal methods of Stalinism cannot be 
described as completely false. He considered himself 
a servant of the devil that ruled History, but he did 
not love his master. By rebelling against him he not 
only eased his own internal tension, but won a good 
opinion for himself in the West. His demon-lord was 
lenient, granting him the delights of sporadic mutiny 
-just so long as it was useful. Gamma, observing the 
faces before him, smiled at people's credulity. 

Whenever he was not busy with diplomatic 
duties, receptions, or the political training of his per
sonnel, he gave bridge parties. He was an excellent, 
and a fanatic bridge player. He complained that he 
was too tired after work to do anything except play 
cards, that diplomacy kept him from writing. Actu
ally, this was not quite true. At an early age he had 
already reached the summit of his career. Had he so 
wished he could have become a minister of state in a 

country where a minister is ruled by the decisions of 
the Central Committee of the Party. He was a mem
ber of the Central Committee. \Vhat next? During 
his stay in the lovely Western capital, he took stock 
and discovered he had nothing. Well might he cry, 
"Qu'as-tu fait, toi que voila, de ta j eunesse? "  What, 
indeed, had he done with his youth? Where was 
there something he could call his own and not j ust 
the product of historic determinism? He was nearing 
forty, and he was clear-sighted. The old feeling of 
literary defeat was returning. He felt as empty as a 
sieve with a wind blowing through it. That wind of 
historic necessity swept all the meaning out of litera
ture. One more astute ideological equation, several 
more pages of doctrinal prose ! Why write when 
everyone knew in advance exactly what was to be 
said? He played bridge in his gilded and mirrored 
salon not because he was tired but because he was 
afraid to find himself alone before a sheet of blank 
paper. 

Gradually he grew accustomed to this mode of 
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life. But the Party does not like comfort to become 
a habit. Changes were occurring in Poland. At last 
strict orthodoxy was required of all writers. Gamma 
was needed on the spot. He left his eighteenth-cen
tury palace and the beautiful Western capital with 
sorrow. He knew that Eastern world to which he 
was returning much too well. Fierce battles and in
trigues, constant dread of Moscow's frown awaited 
him. Sorrow was pointless; he had to go. 

The position he received upon his return was 
higher than the rank of ambassador to a major \Vest
em country. He became, this time officially, the po
litical overseer of all the writers, the keeper of their 
consciences. It was his duty to make certain that 
Polish literature developed in harmony with the 
Party line. The government had just offered the 
Writers' Union a newly constructed building in 
Warsaw that housed a huge modem amphitheatre, 
conference rooms, offices, a restaurant, and living 
quarters for writers. That was where he officiated, 
attending numerous conferences with writers, pub
lishers, security police, and representatives of kindred 
unions. 

He was given an apartment in a government 
building reserved for higher dignitaries. Admission 
to this block of apartments is possible only after a 
previous arrangement by telephone. But these tele
phone numbers are not listed in the directory; they 
are issued only to trusted individuals. The member 
of the security police at the entrance telephones up
stairs to verify whether the meeting was actually 
agreed upon; after which he takes the guest's per
sonal papers and permits him to enter. 

Gamma was right in foreseeing a period of in
trigue. In general, he had little to fear from other 
writers because he was, hierarchically speaking, their 
superior ;  although even among them there were cer
tain dangerous individuals who were stronger in dia
lectical materialism than he, and more rabbinical in 
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their mentality. The real struggle for power was 
waged higher up, in the top brackets of the Party. 
There he had many enemies. Despite his long years 
of training, the fiery squire in him would still fall 
into a rage whenever someone crossed him. In such 
moments, he treated people as he would servants in 
his private manor. As ambassador, he could permit 
himself such brutality without fear of reprisal, but 
now it caused him trouble. Besides, the line had 
stiffened so much in Poland that a single sincere 
word, even if it was uttered only to win converts, 
could give rise to fatal consequences. Shortly after 
his return, he made one of the gravest blunders of 
his political career. This occurred at a meeting which 
took place directly after the outbreak of the war 
in Korea. Gamma, replying to "whispered propa
ganda," shouted heatedly, "Yes, we attacked first, 
because we are stronger." It took a lot of work to 
patch up the damage caused by his unfortunate out
burst. As we know, according to the official line, 
North Korea was attacked. 

He also had to settle down seriously to his writ
ing. Only an "active" writer can be a member of the 
Writers' Union. Every author is compelled to pub
lish under threat of expulsion from the Union and 
consequent loss of all his privileges. The obligation 
to keep active is doubly binding on the bosses. 

Someone in Warsaw said of Gamma, "He fights 
this war against imperialism and Western propa
ganda in the cause of peace, but he dreams of one 
thing: war. For if the war broke out, then there 
would be speeches, airplane flights, news reports 
from the front; and he wouldn't have to sit down 
every day behind his desk and torture himself over a 
novel. But just for spite, there will be peace ; and he'll 
have five desks in that elegant apartment of his, and 
on each one, the beginning of a novel. And every 
day he'll howl with despair knowing that everything 
he writes is as dead as a stone." 
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One cannot envy this man his choice. Looking 
at his country, he knows that an ever greater dose of  
suffering awaits its people. Looking at  himself, he 
knows that not one word he pronounces is his own. 
I am a liar, he thinks, and makes historical deter
minism responsible for his lies. But sometimes he 
is haunted by the thought that the devil to whom 
men sell their souls owes his might to men them
selves, and that the determinism of History is a crea
tion of human brains. 



• Chapter Seven Delta, the Troubadour 

In Central and Eastern Europe, the word "poet" 
has a somewhat different meaning from that which 
it has in the West. There a poet does not merely ar
range words in beautiful order. Tradition demands 
that he be a "bard," that his songs linger on many 
lips, that he speak in his poems of subj ects of interest 
to all the citizens. Every period of history has un
derstood the poet's obligations differently. Probably 
Delta would have been happiest in the days when 
kings and nobles assured the poet a place at their 
table in exchange for a song or a j est. Even the dress 
of former ages would have suited his appearance 
better than the business suit of our century; and only 
long hair and a lute in his hand could have created a 
picture in keeping with his character. 

Delta had dark, gypsy coloring, was freckled, 
not tall, and when he laughed his thick mouth was 
distorted by a j ocular grimace. He brushed his hair 
back from a high forehead. His head was so dis
proportionately big for his short body that he 
looked somehow like a dwarf or j ester, as one sees 
them in court paintings. He wore his neckties in a 
loose, big knot and otherwise betrayed a penchant 
for eccentric clothes. Often, those who resort to 
superficial quirks to identify themselves as members 
of the artistic clan are second-rate artists. But his 
"artiness" was part of his over-all act. With every 
gesture, every intonation of his voice, he played, 
so to speak, with the world; he accented the differ-
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ence between his own rhythm and that of his en
vironment. His rhythm was suggestive. He recited 
his verse magnificently in huge halls filled with peo
ple. He was a good actor; he dominated the au
dience, and he knew how to key his listeners up to a 
climax without once letting the mounting tension 
drop. He imposed his poems slowly, pausing be
tween words ; and though he was speaking, he sang. 
At such times, he was a living rhythmic incanta
tion ; he changed, he grew in stature. 

No one knows his origins. He altered his biog
raphy to fit the needs of the moment. Once his 
father was a sexton; once, a restaurant owner. At 
times his family was Czech; at times it had Muscovite 
connections. The boundaries between fantasy and 
truth did not exist for him. 

How he came by his knowledge of foreign 
languages was another mystery. It would be hard 
to imagine him sitting down to a dictionary and a 
grammar. Yet he cited copiously from Latin, Eng
lish, French, and German poets. For a short while 
he studied at the University, where he became fa
mous for writing an essay on a seventeenth-century 
English poet who never existed. After giving an ex
tensive biography of the poet, the essay went on to 
a detailed analysis of the circumstances in which his 
individual works appeared. A charlatan, a hoaxer
this is what he wanted to be then, and always, enjoy
ing himself mightily when his pedantic professor 
found himself in trouble, overwhelmed by such ob
vious proof of erudition. 

Delta was an inveterate alcoholic, usually in 
cycles that lasted several days. Alcohol brought him 
to a state of hallucination marked by actions which 
rarely occur to other drunkards. In a travel bureau 
he would order a glass of beer. He would hire a 
hack, order it to stop at a main intersection and, after 
delivering a speech to an astonished crowd, he would 
throw off his coat and phlegmatically relieve him 
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self on it. Or he would come to his friends complain
ing that he had had trouble in finding their homes 
because, as he said, "his people," whom he had sta
tioned throughout the city to point him the way, 
had so disguised themselves that he could not recog
nize them. Such extravagances indicated that alco
hol plunged him into the world of Hoffmann or Ed
gar Allan Poe. He became a legendary figure whose 
latest escapades were the talk of the literary cafes. 

Delta's poetry was an added source of legend. 
It was unlike anything written in Europe in the first 
half of the twentieth century. No literary school in
fluenced him. He dwelt in the aura of the ltalo-Latin 
civilization whose mark was still deeply graven on 
our country. The accessories he borrowed from the 
poetry of the past he then put together in a manner 
reminiscent of his drunken fantasies. His poetry was 
a kaleidoscope of chubby baroque angels, magicians 
carried off through the window by some unknown 
power (they are retained, at the last moment by a 
wifely bite on the ear ) ,  falconry, astrologists proph
esying the end of the world. Interspersed in it 
were phonograph records playing the music of 
Bach or Mozart, potatoes in the soil dreaming of the 
vodka that would be made of them, planets in the 
shape of young women dressed in blue pants, and 
folk dances in the suburbs._ His poetry was tragic 
and comic, senseless yet full of sense. This alogical 
hodgepodge of disparate elements differed from 
confessedly decadent types of modern poetry in one 
respect: despite the peculiar assemblage of images it 
presented, it was not unintelligible. The reader sur
rendered to its musical charm, swallowed portions 
of abstraction that annoyed him in other poets, 
laughed at the sudden twists of the author, in short, 
unsuspectingly entered a realm ruled by laws unlike 
those of everyday life. 

He published much humorous verse, signing it 
with a variety of pseudonyms. His inventiveness in 
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finding subj ects seemed inexhaustible. Among other 
things, he wrote a cycle entitled Little Songs of tbe 
Chief of the Office of Graves. He liked to include a 
fictitious list of his works in each book; I remember 
such a title as "An Introduction to Cannibalism
stenographed university lectures : Troilus Drug 
Store, Publisher, out of print." Because he was popu
lar with the readers, he never lacked offers from 
publishers and the radio. His pen, which was his sole 
means of support, could have earned him a good liv
ing; but he constantly needed money because he im
mediately drank up his fees. 

When he was sober, no one could have guessed 
that he was the author of poems that made the public 
laugh. Taciturn, gloomy, sly, he became animated 
only at the sight of money. In bargaining, he was in
exorable. Once he named a sum, no argument could 
induce him to make a concession. What was worse, 
he demanded payment at once, which posed a ter
rible dilemma for his editors. They wanted his 
poems; but giving him money involved the risk that 
he would begin his drinking cycle and forget his 
commitments. Some editors found a solution : they 
would give him the money, then refuse to leave him 
for a single second until he handed them a man
uscript. Such transactions often occurred in coffee
houses. The banknote would lie on the table between 
the two contracting parties. Delta, after fruitless ef
forts to soften his opponent, would take out his pen, 
write the poem (which, depending on his mood, 
might be excellent or mediocre ) ,  and picking up his 
note go off to drink. 

Sometimes he landed in a sanatorium for alco
holics. The results of the "cures" were not good. His 
victories in his battles against the medical profession 
were widely recounted. In one of the sanatoriums, 
story has it, his triumph was so absolute that both pa
tients and doctors, equally drunk, held bicycle races 
through the corridors. 
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Charlatan, drunkard-and yet he was an out
standing and, despite appearances, tragic poet. He 
began his literary career in years of economic crisis. 
Unemployment, universal hopelessness, the growth 
of Nazism in neighboring Germany all shaped the 
character of his writing. He was rightly called the 
"king of nonsense." Yet readers who were not de
ceived by his superficial buffoonery saw in his poetry 
an ominous vision of the end of civilization, of an ap
proaching "iron age," of catastrophe. He spoke as if 
everything were lost years before Europe plunged 
into darkness and cruelty. The dread and beauty of 
past ages lived again in his work, but there was no 
hope of rest in them. The concepts and images he 
used had the consistency of dreams; they chased one 
another with the speed of a hurtling train. The Ma
donna who often figured in his poems was not the 
Madonna of the pious but merely a stylistic ornament. 
Fascists and Communists killed each other off in his 
verse with the gory ardor of actors in the Grand 
Guignol, while he mockingly cried :  "0 reality ! 0 
my sweet mother! For you killing flies is the same 
kind of bother! " He defined himself exactly when he 
said : "Braced on my Waterman/ I go off to the 
abyss/ of eternal doubt." 

The End of the World is his title for a poem in 
which scholars and politicians, revolutionists, lovers 
and drunkards, canaries and cats are all swept away 
in the end by a cosmic catastrophe-to the satisfac
tion of the author, and the fulfillment of the "vanity 
of vanities" theme of Ecclesiastes. And all this is de
scribed by a pen that is playing. In another of his 
poems, Folk Fair, there are carrousels, young pairs 
sitting on the grass, lawns littered with empty bottles, 
seesaws. Suddenly the sky clouds over, rain begins to 
fall, and the darkened heavens-in a manner that is a 
secret of Delta's art-merge into a sad eclogue by 
Virgil punctuated by the bark of machine-guns. 

His most unusual poem was Solomon's Ball. Why 
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does King Solomon give a ball? Why is he living in 
the twentieth century? Perhaps it is not King 
Solomon after all, simply Solomon? Why do the un
employed enter the ballroom selling butterflies? Who 
keeps singing Persian songs about Gulistan, the gar
den of roses? Where do the hordes of policemen 
come from who suddenly start performing wild 
dances? It is pointless to pause over such questions. 
The special logic of the dream does exist, but only 
such a poet as he can use it freely. "In the room the 
women come and go talking of Michelangelo" was 
T. S. Eliot's expression for nonsense. Delta raised the 
conversations that took place at Solomon's ball one 
degree higher, into the realm of delirium and "eter
nal doubt." 

The world as reflected in his poetry was oppres
sive ; yet his poems-and here is one more inner con
tradiction of this queer man-were free of sadness and 
despair. On the contrary, they said a vigorous "yes" 
to life. With every word he praised the world as he 
saw it, a tangle of absurd pleasures, drives, words, 
and wars. He loved his phantasmagory. He loved 
carrousels, dancing gypsies, crowded Sunday excur
sion boats on the Vistula, his wife to whom he ad
dressed his odes, cats sleeping on parapets, blooming 
apple trees. He loved enthusiasm and j oyousness for 
their own sake. Whatever he touched changed into a 
scene of movement, color, and music. Subj ects were 
merely a pretext for him. Like a silkworm, he spun 
out of himself a fine thread which he wrapped around 
whatever he encountered. He could compose songs 
and hymns on any topic. 

Never displaying any political inclinations, he 
had always distributed his mockery evenly over all 
the groups that were vying for power. That is why 
his conversion, in 193 7, to extreme nationalism was 
received with some amazement. The editor of an im
portant rightist weekly had long tried to capture 
him, and at last he succeeded in purchasing him as 
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the exclusive property of the periodical. The maga
zine on whose pages his poems now began to appear 
was violently anti-Semitic. Its large circulation fig
ures resulted from the spread of nationalist convic
tions in our country, particularly among the youth. 
The liberal public could hardly believe this new 
phase of his shenanigans : he lauded the marching 
"falangists," prophesied a "night of long knives," a 

new St. Bartholomew's Eve for the Jews, liberals, and 
the left. Still, it was obviously a fact; such articles 
and poems did appear, signed by his name and bear
ing all the traits of his style. 

Why did he write them? Racial questions were of  
supreme indifference to  him. He had many Jewish 
friends, and the very day he published his racist state
ments, he would come to these friends (naturally he 
was drunk by then) and, falling on his knees, would 
declare his love for them and beg their forgiveness. 
The causes of his union with the right must be 
sought elsewhere than in his political tastes. Delta, 
buffoon and troubadour, did not lack professional 
principles. He respected his poetic trade; but his re
spect was not for what he wrote about. How and for 
whom-that was important. He scorned esoteric lit
erary schools that catered to a small cluster of con
noisseurs. He ridiculed poets whose words could be 
understood only by a smattering of intellectuals. 
Solitary meditations that had no hope of finding 
readers were not for him. Like troubadours of yore, 
he longed for a lute and a throng of admirers. It 
would be hard to find a better example of a writer 
revolting against the isolation of the intellectual in 
the twentieth century. 

Delta's hostility toward the Jews had no racial 
roots ; he confined it to Jewish writers who, in gen
eral, were particularly given to celebration of literary 
"values" and "refinements." It sprang from his battle 
against, and struggle to escape from, the literary 
cafes. Besides, as I have said, he was for enthusiasm. 
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The crowd marched, the crowd brandished canes ; 
this was health, strength, primitiveness, a great popu
lar festival. Where my readers go, there go I ;  what 
my readers want, I give them-this is what he con
firmed in every poem. As the nationalist "move
ment" began to take on mass proportions, he moved 
to keep in stride with the masses. He told with pride 
of the thousands of young people who knew his 
verses by heart. His pride was justified. The poets of 
the sophisticated "avant-garde," isolated as they were, 
took pride in their craft; but he beat them even on 
their own ground. Nor did they dispose over such 
a range of artistic media as he did. Last of all, we 
must consider that in order to live he needed a pa
tron, a person who would force him to write, fight 
his drunkenness and, in short, control and care for 
him. 

The War broke out. He was mobilized as a pri
vate. His unit was stationed in eastern Poland, on the 
borders of the Soviet Union. When the Reds moved 
to meet the German army, he was captured by the 
Russians. But along with a number of other disarmed 
Polish soldiers, Delta was turned over to the Germans. 
He spent the next five and a half years in a POW 
camp in the Reich. As a prisoner he was used for vari
ous types of work, chiefly agricultural. His qualifica
tions for physical labor were slight. It is hard even to 
imagine a man less prepared for a mode of life in 
which the most important and almost unsolvable 
problem was how to fill one's stomach. Still , he sur
vived, this strange court dwarf in tatters, wielding a 
shovel as he recited Horace. Undoubtedly, his fluent 
knowledge of German came to his assistance. 

Meanwhile, terror ruled in Warsaw. Those who 
only a short while before had used the Germans as a 
model now became hunted prey. The rightist editor 
who had been Delta's patron became one of the most 
active workers in the Underground. He was a fanati
cal patriot. I still remember him as I saw him for the 
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last time, in the coffee-house that was the base of his 
underground group and of the publication he issued. 
His thin Jewish face ( like many anti-Semites in our 
country, he was half-Jewish) was undermined with 
fury, fever burned in his eyes, his tight lips urged im
mediate action. Shortly thereafter, the Gestapo came 
upon the trail of his organization. The entire person
nel of the cafe, made up of his closest co-workers, 
was arrested; the editor himself spent a long time in 
prison in Warsaw before a heavily guarded van car
ried him away for his last ride. He was shot in the 
woods near Warsaw: sand, pines, words of command. 
Still, his was a kindly form of death. He would have 
fared worse had he shared the lot of the three million 
Jews of Poland among which he, as a half-Jew, could 
have been counted. In that case, he would have found 
himself in the ghetto that was created in Warsaw in 
1940 by order of the occupying authorities. From 
there, he would certainly have been sent, like the 
others, to the gas chamber. 

The nationalist "movement," marching columns, 
the excited crowd ! The crushing defeat of 1939 
frustrated al l  this, leaving only the bitter memory of 
human insanity. The Nazis carried the anti-Semitic 
program into practice, but no longer as a boycott of 
Jewish stores or an annoyance of Jewish vendors, nor 
even as literary bouts like Delta's. To write of the 
tragedy of the Warsaw ghetto, to which I was an 
eyewitness, is hard for me. The vision of the burn
ing ghetto is too welded into all I lived through in 
my adult years for me to speak of it quietly. But I 
should like to describe one incident. Often, as I am 
sitting on the terrace of a Paris cafe or walking 
through the streets of a large city, I succumb to a 
certain obsession. I look at the women who pass, at 
their luxuriant hair, their proudly lifted chins, their 
slender throats whose lines awaken delight and de
sire-and then I see before my eyes always the 
same young Jewish girl. She was probably about 
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twenty years old. Her body was full, splendid, ex
ultant. She was running down the street, her hands 
raised, her chest thrust forward. She cried piercingly, 
"No ! No ! No ! "  The necessity to die was beyond her 
comprehension-a necessity that came from out
side, having nothing in common with her unprepared 
body. The bullets of the SS guards' automatic pistols 
reached her in her cry. 

The moment when bullets pierce the flesh is a 
moment of amazement for the body. Life and death 
mingle for a second, before a bloody rag falls to the 
pavement and is kicked aside by an SS boot. This girl 
was not the first nor the last of the millions who were 
killed in the period when the life-force within them 
was at its height. But the obstinacy with which this 
image returns-and always when I am drunk with the 
beauty of being alive amidst living human beings
merits some reflection. This is perhaps a matter that 
belongs to the same sphere as do the collective sex 
orgies of some primitive tribes. At such times, this or 
another obj ect of desire are the same, al l  women and 
men are fused by a great feeling of communion 
through which everyone belongs to all. Monogamy 
can give no outlet to such urges. In other words, this 
is a profound basis for love of mankind, a love one 
cannot really conceive of if, looking at a group of 
laughing women, one does not recall this young Jew
ish girl as one of them, as identical and ever present. 
One of the best poems Delta wrote about his stay in 
Germany was on the death of a young Venetian girl, 
arrested and deported to the Reich. This was an 
erotic poem ; the Venetian girl appeared in it not as 
an individual but as the beauty of youth, as the charm 
of breasts, arms, hands, thighs d

-
estroyed by death. 

In 1945 he and his fellow prisoners welcomed 
the arrival ot the British troops. Since they were ac
companied by units of the London Polish army, he 
entered upon a round of encounters, drinking, and 
song. Having dried up those springs of money and 
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alcohol, he set out for France. Once again, as in 19 39, 
this was an era of universal wandering. All of Europe 
was on the road; millions of forced laborers, pris
oners, and slaves were returning to their homes ; other 
millions were fleeing or being expelled from their 
native lands. Delta met large numbers of Poles every
where. He wrote patriotic and anti-Russian poems 
that harmonized perfectly with the mood of his au
dience. He squeezed money out of every variety of 
emigre committee. His pre-war admirers, rej oicing 
that he had survived, did everything they could for 
him. 

Gradually, however, his life in Paris and Brussels 
lost its charm. The possibilities of publishing were 
small ; the public was dispersed over various coun
tries ; and there was ever less money. He felt he was 
becoming an ordinary impoverished exile whose 
buffoonery, personal and poetic, passed unnoticed. 
Gloomy, bitter emigration, a void, and a taste of dis
aster. Where was the mass of people which could 
give him back warmth and friendship? It was in his 
native land. There, too, was his wife, who had lived 
through the German occupation working as a wait
ress in Warsaw restaurants. Publications that came 
from Poland persuaded him that the trend was lib
eral. The envoys of the Warsaw government assured 
him that he would be received warmly and that his 
pre-war rightist sins would be forgotten. 

His return to Poland was accomplished with 
every prescribed scandal. From the moment he left the 
boat, he was in a state of alcoholic and patriotic eu
phoria. He sent telegrams to his wife from every rail
road station. When at last he showed up in Cracow 
(where his wife had gone after the fall of Warsaw) ,  
in the company of a girl friend he had brought from 
Brussels, his wife immediately instituted sharp repres
sive measures and threw out the girl. His wife came 
of a Georgian emigre family. She was small, thin, and 
black-haired; she had oriental features, a slightly 
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humped prominent nose, and fiery black eyes. She 
liked to wear silver bracelets on her fine wrists. In 
all, she looked like a Caucasian madonna. Though she 
was passive and female, she had a good head for busi
ness and a gift for keeping her husband in hand. 

Delta's return was convenient for those who di
rected literature and propaganda. He was a popular 
poet. That he was known as a rightist only enhanced 
his value. He was a considerably greater asset to the 
new regime than many overly zealous leftists. 

He had always needed a patron; now he found 
one who was really munificent, the state. His be
came a truly golden pen; its every motion-he wrote 
in big, decorative letters on long scrolls of paper
brought him larger fees than he had ever earned be
fore. Moreover, his verbal enthusiasm, without which 
he could not live, now rested on a solid foundation. 
There were no longer "falangists" nor crowds excited 
against racial minorities ; but there was the rebuilding 
of the country and the placating of national honor 
through the acquisition of territories in the West 
which originally belonged to Germany. His poems 
were always sunny no matter what he wrote about. 
That was good. Now he filled them with optimistic 
subj ect matter, with pictures of reconstruction and 
of the happy future ; and that was even better. Since 
he had no trouble in finding remunerative outlets, he 
went wild. Odes, satiric verse, humorous prose, dia
logues flowed from his workshop in an unbroken tor
rent. One magazine gave him a whole column in 
which, every week, he lodged his "theatrical pieces ." 
These were short, little scenes from what he called 
the "smallest theater in the world," the Green Goose. 
In no other language have I read such pure absurdity. 
The heroes of the Green Goose were people, animals, 
and obj ects. The readers who attended these weekly 
performances of his cabaret were a little ashamed of 
their liking for these oddities, but they pounced on 
every issue of the magazine. 
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His actiVIty was the subject of much con
troversy. Those who wanted to be considered "sure" 
and those who took their Marxism seriously were in
dignant. How could one, they asked, permit this 
clown to run riot as if he were in a Parisian existen
tialist cafe? He was a petty bourgeois who had gone 
mad. Why print his poems on the front pages of lead
ing magazines ; why allow him to have a career? 
Everybody remembered his anti-Semitic days, when 
he threatened his colleagues with a "night of long 
knives" ! Now, no one was so well off as he. Wasn't 
this disgraceful? 

Experienced members of the Party quieted the 
outraged puritans, smiling indulgently at their naive
ness. Delta was needed and useful at that stage. He 
had many followers; everything he wrote helped 
create an atmosphere of patriotism. It was politic to 
show that even rightists and Catholics had j oined 
forces with the government. The reading public was 
not as yet ready for serious, sensible literature. At 
the moment, Delta's farces best suited its taste. All 
this was a game, for a time; and then-off with his 
head. 

When Poland was at last obliged to pass from re
strained worship of Russia to outright idolatry, he let 
no one outdo him. He wrote of the heroism of Soviet 
soldiers, of the gratitude every Pole should feel to
ward Russia, of Lenin, of Komsomol youth. He 
adhered to the Communist line in every respect. As an 
eminent author, he received a Soviet visa and spent 
some time in Moscow, sending back enthusiastic re
ports in prose and verse. In one he announced that 
the magnificence of Moscow was marred by but a 
single flaw: it was too much like Taormina; people 
ate just as many oranges there, and he didn't like 
oranges. 

His correspondence from Moscow drove the 
puritans crazy. They knew that Moscow was a 
gloomy and rather forbidding city. His raptures bore 



Delta, the Troubadour 1 81 

all the traits of derision. They seemed to say: "You 
want me to sing praises ; very well, I'll sing praises 
till they come out of your ears." Still, it was not easy 
to guess his real intentions. It was impossible to tell 
whether he was lying or telling the truth. Normal 
criteria did not apply to him. He moved in a different 
dimension. Like a prestidigitator, he always pulled 
the proper number of rabbits out of his hat, and all 
of them rabbits of the required color. He invariably 
transformed everything into opera bouffe. Because 
he constantly used exaggeration as his artistic tool, his 
opponents could prove nothing against him. He 
neither mocked nor spoke the truth ; he performed 
tricks, he practiced art for art's sake. 

He was never "serious." And as we know, this is 
the basic requirement of socialist realism. After the 
writers' congresses at which socialist realism was pro
claimed the sole creative method allowed, the parti
sans of gravity began their action against him, sure 
now that they could take their revenge. Analyzing 
his poetry, they proved that the world for him was 
nothing but a toy to play with. Once, before the 
War, he had written An Elegy on the Death of a But
terfly Run Over by a Freight Van. Despite its long 
title, the elegy consisted of four lines which con
cluded that the thoughtless butterfly richly deserved 
its fate. Now he found himself under the wheels of 
the van. The period of austerity and precision was 
beginning. He could write on every subj ect, from the 
Madonna to Lenin and Moscow, just so long as his 
master demanded his services. Yet his poems never 
lacked spontaneity. They were always exuberant; but 
we must add that in them the Madonna as well as 
Lenin and Moscow became something unreal, a kind 
of theater in the clouds. Now, however, "the struggle 
against the spontaneity of the creative process" had 
become the slogan, which meant that it was no longer 
enough to write on prescribed subj ects ; one had to 
write in a prescribed manner. 
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Delta wanted to serve his lord. In order to exist 
as a poet he needed a genial, amused seigneur who 
believed that neither his government nor anything in 
heaven or on earth deserves to be taken too se
riously, that song-half serious, half scoffing-mat
ters more. But such princes have long since ceased to 
be. The lord who held him in thrall tolerated him for 
a while not because his songs were pleasing, for song 
is merely a means to an end. It was when his songs no 
longer served the desired end that his master knit his 
brows in anger. Publishers were instructed to print 
only those of his poems in which he demonstrated 
that he had reformed. The puritans rubbed their 
hands in glee. At last they had wrung his neck. They 
knew that no matter how he tried he could not 
reform. Deprived of their former exuberance, his 
poems no longer differed from verse ground out by 
second-rate rhymesters. 

Thus he entered the realm of living shadows. 
Nothing should be wasted, however, in a socialist 
economy. Men who have fulfilled their role can find 
work enough for their capacities. Delta's existence 
was assured; a state publishing house commissioned 
him to do a translation of A Midsummer Night's 
Dream. 

Some two years after his fall from grace he has been 
given another chance. At this writing, all his past 
sins are being discussed openly in the leading liter
ary weekly. This is a sort of trial, with a favorable 
verdict prepared in advance. Delta will return to fa
vor once more; but once more, it will be only for a 

time. 



• Chapter Eight Man, Th is  Enemy 

Whoever reads the public statements of the four 
writers discussed in the previous chapters might say 
that they sold themselves. The truth is, however,. 
more involved. These men are, more or less con
sciously, victims of a historic situation. Consciousness 
does not help them to shed their bonds ; on the con
trary, it forges them. At the very best, it can offer 
them the delights of Ketman as a consolation. Never 
before has there been such enslavement through con
sciousness as in the twentieth century. Even my gen
eration was still taught in school that reason frees 
men. 

In the people's democracies, a battle is being 
waged for mastery over the human spirit. Man must 
be made to understand, for then he will accept. Who 
are the enemies of the new system? The people who 
do not understand. They fail to understand because 
their minds work feebly or else badly. 

In every capital of Central and Eastern Europe 
the windows in the Central Committee buildings are 
illuminated late into the night. Behind their desks sit 
men well-versed in the writings of Lenin and Stalin. 
Not the least of their tasks is to define the position of 
the enemy. As the situation changes, this military staff 
pins another little flag on the battle map. Data from 
each country then aid the supreme command in Mos
cow to establish an over-all strategy. 

Different groups of people are the main obj ect 
of study. The least important is the propertied class 



1 84 

which was dispossessed by the nationalization of fac
tories and mines and by the agricultural reform. Their 
number is insignificant; their way of thinking amus
ingly old-fashioned. They are no problem. In time 
they will die off-if need be, with a little help. 

The petty bourgeoisie, that is the small mer
chants and craftsmen, cannot be taken so lightly. 
They constitute a powerful force, one that is deeply 
rooted in the masses. Hardly is one clandestine work
shop or store liquidated in one neighborhood or city 
than anothe1 springs up elsewhere. Restaurants hide 
behind a sliding wall of a private house ; shoemakers 
and tailors work at home for their friends. In fact, 
everything that comes under the heading of specu
lation sprouts up again and again. And no wonder! 
State and municipal stores consistently lack even the 
barest essentials. In the summer, one can buy winter 
clothes ; in the winter, summer wear-but usually of 
the wrong size and of poor quality. The purchase of 
a spool of thread or a needle is a major problem, for 
the one state store in the town may not carry them 
for a year. Clothes that are given to be mended are 
held by the local crafts' cooperative for six months. 
The inns ( "Points of Collective Nourishment" ) are 
so crowded that people lose the desire to drink with 
their friends. They know they will have to sit down 
at a table with strangers and wait, sometimes as long 
as an hour, before the waiter appears. 

All this creates a field for private services. A 
worker's wife goes to a nearby town, buys needles 
and thread, brings them back and sells them: the 
germ of capitalism. The worker himself of a free 
afternoon mends a broken bathroom pipe for a friend 
who has waited months for the state to send him a 
repair man. In return, he gets a little money, enough 
to buy himself a shirt: a rebirth of capitalism. He 
hasn't time to wait in line on the day that the state 
store receives a new shipment of goods, so he buys 
his shirt from a friend. She has cleverly managed to 
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buy three, let us say, through her friendship with the 
salesgirl and now she resells them at a small profit. 
She is speculating. vVhat she earns as a cleaning
woman in a state factory is not enough to support her 
three children since her husband was arrested by the 
security police. If these manifestations of human en
terprise were not wiped out it is easy to guess what 
they would lead to. A worker would set up a plumb
ing repairs shop. His neighbor, who secretly sells al
cohol to people who want to drink in relative privacy, 
would open a cafe. The cleaning-woman would be
come a merchant, peddling her goods. They would 
gradually expand their businesses, and the lower mid
dle class would reappear. Introduce freedom of the 
press and of assembly, and publications catering to 
this clientele would spring up like mushrooms after 
the rain. And there would be the petty bourgeoisie 
as a political force. 

What is worse, this matter involves the peasant 
problem. Peasants, who make up the majority of the 
population of the country, have a middle-class men
tality. They are more deeply attached to their few 
little hectares of field than the storekeepers are to 
their little shops. As late as the nineteenth century 
they were still living in bondage. They oppose col
lectivization because they see it as a return to a state 
their fathers tound unbearable. To leap out of bed 
at the signal of an official on a collective farm is just 
as hateful as to do so at the sound of a gong rung by 
the overseer of an estate. The peasants' blind hatred 
worries the Party. Its more sensitive members secretly 
bow to the necessity of making concessions. They 
believe that collectivization should be preceded by 
cooperative use of machinery on private fields, and 
that it can come only after a long introductory phase 
of education, extending possibly over decades. This 
temporizing spirit breeds trouble; that is why the 
whispered s logans of the "national Communists" are 
always so popular. But the Center exacts a certain 
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tempo. The structure of every dependent country 
must be brought to resemble that of Russia as quickly 
as possible. 

This problem, in turn, affects the cities. Peasants 
are divided into three categories-"poor," "middle," 
and "kulak"-in an effort to break their solidarity by 
engendering mutual antagonisms. A peasant's wealth 
is rated not only by the amount of land he holds, but 
by how many horses, cows, and pigs he owns, how he 
lives, eats, and dresses. Lest he fall into an uncomfort
able classification, he drops farming and flees to the 
city; or else he keeps only a minimum amount of live
stock and pretends to be poor. As a result, the city 
suffers from a lack of provisions. 

But the peasants are not dangerous. They may 
beat up a Party boss or even kill him in a burst of 
desperation, but nothing more. When the state is the 
sole buyer of their produce, and when they cannot 
voice their protest at the amount of tribute the state 
demands of them, they are powerless. The security 
police can easily handle recalcitrants, especially since 
it can complain of no lack of informers, now that in
forming has become an excellent means of saving one
self. The peasants are a leaderless mass. History shows 
few instances when they seriously threatened the 
rulers. The term "peasant revolt" sounds nice in text
books and has a certain propaganda value, but only 
for the naive. In reality, the peasants have almost al
ways served as a tool; their leaders, most often of 
non-peasant origin, have used them for their own 
ends. The power of the peasants lies in their number; 
it is a power only when a man like Lenin comes along 
and throws the weight of their numbers into the scale 
of events. Obviously, peasants can cause trouble in 
such moments of upheaval as wars. As long as a pri
vate peasant economy exists it acts as a natural base 
for partisan operations. A peasant hut is the ideal 
place for partisans to eat, sleep, and work out plans 
of action. Therefore, a collective farm, where a man's 
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every step is easy to trace, guarantees a degree of  
control that is indispensable if one wants to  preclude 
hostile underground activity. 

Workers are far more important than peasants. 
Most of them are antagonistic to the new system. 
That is understandable. They resent the norms they 
must fill. Those norms are constantly rising. Though 
the "solidarity of the workers" makes a fine slogan, it 
<loes not mean that the solidarity of the crews in a 
factory is to be tolerated. Their ranks are split by the 
institution of "shock-workers" which is fostered by 
an appeal to ambition and enforced by pressure from 
members of the Party cell. A man may at first refuse 
to become a shock-worker. But gradually he learns 
it does not pay to be stubborn ; because when workers 
are being chosen for a course in bookkeeping, for in
stance, his application is rej ected, or when his turn 
comes for a free vacation he is declared ineligible, 
etc. 

The attitude of the workers toward the regime 
is ambivalent. On the one hand, they prize its positive 
contributions. Unemployment is a thing of the past; 
in fact, there is a constant lack of skilled labor. Not 
only the head of a family but most of its members are 
employed. This accumulation of wages means that a 
family would be able to live better than ever before 
if only the stores were fairly well stocked; but given 
the shortage of food and consumer goods, this is 
rarely, if ever, the case. For workers' children, social 
advancement is easy because the Party must recruit 
the cadres of the new intelligentsia from their ranks. 
The worker can educate himself by attending count
less evening courses. If he stands in good favor with 
the Party he can enjoy a vacation in a rest home, all 
expenses paid. On the other hand, he cannot defend 
himself against exploitation by his employer, the state. 
His trade union representatives are Party tools. They 
team together with the factory managers for one pur
pose : to raise production. Workers are told that a 
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strike is a crime. Against whom are they to strike? 
Against themselves? After all, the means of produc
tion belong to them, the state belongs to them. 
But such an explanation is not very convincing. The 
workers, who dare not state aloud what they want, 
know that the goals of the state are far from identical 
with their own. 

Central and Eastern Europe produce in order to 
raise the military and economic potential of the Cen
ter and to compensate for the industrial backwardness 
of Russia. Workers and their needs have no influence 
on production plans. Most of the goods produced ebb 
away to the East. Besides, every product of a worker's 
hands is the object of innumerable bookkeeping op
erations. A whole staff of functionaries sits in every 
factory, counting, writing reports, compiling statis
tics ; the same thing happens on every rung of the 
state hierarchy, right through to the state wholesale 
houses and retail stores. If, at last, the article reaches 
the consumer, it is very expensive ; into its cost 
are counted the salaries of the swarms of bureaucrats 
through whose hands it must pass. Factory machines 
are over -aged; there is a scarcity of essential spare 
parts. So workers are ordered to replace broken parts 
by whatever homemade means they can devise. Pro
ductiOn comes first, even at the price of using up the 
machines. Discipline is severe ; negligence or even a 
few minutes' lateness are strictly punished. No won
der, then, that the bad side of the system outweighs 
the good in the worker's mind. Still, he dares not 
complain. If he betrays any signs of discontent the se
curity police, whose secret agents are his co-workers 
and sometimes his friends, takes care of him. 

The wildcat strikes that break out from time to 
time are no threat in themselves, for peace returns 
quickly after mass arrests of all participants. They 
are, however, ominous signs that discontentment has 
reached a tension that can find release only in desper
ate acts. A strike requires a certain minimum of or-
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ganization. That is why nothing else makes Party 
dialecticians so uneasy. The workers are the only 
class capable of organized action-that Marxist prin
ciple has never been forgotten. No action, however, 
is possible without leaders. If the leaders reason cor
rectly, that is, if they understand the necessities of 
the historic process, then the workers as a mass will 
be unable to protest. 

Everything, thus, takes us back to the question 
of mastery over the mind. Every possible opportunity 
for education and advancement is offered to the more 
energetic and active individuals among the workers. 
The new, incredibly extensive bureaucracy is re
cruited from among the young people of working
class origin. The road before them is open, open but 
guarded : their thinking must be based on the firm 
principles of dialectical materialism. Schools, theaters, 
films, painting, literature, and the press all shape their 
thinking. 

We should also call attention to a new institution, 
the "club," whose significance is comparable to that 
of the chapel in the middle ages. It exists in every 
factory, every school, every office. On its walls hang 
portraits of Party leaders draped with red bunting. 
Every few days, meetings following pre-arranged 
agendas take place, meetings that are as potent as re
ligious rites. The Catholic Church wisely recognized 
that faith is more a matter of collective suggestion 
than of individual conviction. Collective religious 
ceremonies induce a state ot belief. Folding one's 
hands in prayer, kneeling, singing hymns precede 
faith, for faith is a psycho-physical and not simply 
a psychological phenomenon. Edward Gibbon, de
scribing the effects of Theodosius's decrees forbid
ding pagan rites ( The Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire, Chapter XXVIII ) ,  says : "The devotion of 
the poet, or the philosopher, may be secretly nour
ished by prayer, meditation, and study; but the exer
cise of public worship appears to be the only solid 
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foundation of the religious sentiments of the people, 
which derive their force from imitation and habit. 
The interruption of that public exercise may consum
mate, in the period of a few years, the important work 
of a national revolution. The memory of theological 
opinions cannot long be preserved, without the arti
ficial helps of priests, of temples, and of books. The 
ignorant vulgar, whose minds are still agitated by the 
blind hopes and terrors of superstition, will be soon 
persuaded by their superiors to direct their vows to 
the reigning deities of the age ; and will insensibly 
imbibe an ardent zeal for the support and propagation 
of the new doctrine, which spiritual hunger at first 
compelled them to accept." The Party has learned 
this wise lesson from the Church. People who attend 
a "club" submit to a collective rhythm, and so come 
to feel that it is absurd to think differently from the 
collective. The collective is composed of units that 
doubt; but as these individuals pronounce the ritual 
phrases and sing the ritual songs, they create a collec
tive aura to which they in turn surrender. Despite its 
apparent appeal to reason, the "club's" activity comes 
under the heading of collective magic. The rational
ism of the doctrine is fused with sorcery, and the two 
strengthen each other. Free discussion is, of course, 
eliminated. If what the doctrine proclaims is as true 
as the fact that 2 X 2 equals 4, to tolerate the opinion 
that 2 X 2 equals 5 would be indecent. 

From his first day in school, the young citizen 
receives an education based on this truth. There is a 
great difference between schools in the people's de
mocracies and schools in the West, for example the 
schools I attended in pre-war Poland. My friends and 
I were exposed to a dual system of values. Mathe
matics, physics, and biology taught us scientific laws, 
and inculcated respect for a materialistic outlook 
inherited from the nineteenth century. History and 
Letters seemed to elude scientific laws, while the 
history of the Catholic Church and Apologetics cast 
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doubt, though often na'ively, on what physics and 
biology taught. In the people's democracies, the ma
terialistic outlook of the nineteenth century has been 
extended consistently to every subject; history and 
every branch of human creativity are presented as 
governed by unshakable and already kno'"UJ12 laws. 

In the nineteenth century, with the rise of liter
acy, brochures popularizing scientific theories made 
their appearance. Regardless of the intrinsic worth 
of these theories, we must grant that from the mo
ment they take on a popular form they become some
thing other than what they were as hypotheses of 
scientific research. For example, the simplified and 
vulgarized version of Darwin's theory of the origin 
of species and the struggle for existence is not the 
same concept that it was for Darwin or for his schol
arly opponents. It takes on emotional coloration, and 
changes into an important sociological element. The 
leaders of the twentieth century, like Hitler for 
instance, drew their knowledge from popular bro
chures, which explains the incredible confusion in 
their minds. Evidently, there is no place in such di
gests for the humble remarks of true scientists who 
assure us that the laws discovered are hypothetical 
and relative to the method chosen and the system of 
symbols used. Vulgarized knowledge characteristi
cally gives birth to a feeling that every thing is under
standable and explained. It is like a system of bridges 
built over chasms. One can travel boldly ahead over 
these bridges, ignoring the chasms. It is forbidden to 
look down into them; but that, alas, does not alter the 
fact that they exist. 

Once the science of nature taught that a forest 
was a collective of trees governed by a few elemen
tary laws. It seemed that if one cut out the forest and 
replanted it, after a definite period of years a new 
forest, exactly like the old, would appear. Today we 
know this is not so ; a forest is an organism arising 
out of complicated interactions of mosses, soil, fungi, 
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trees, and grasses. The moment these mosses and 
fungi are destroyed by the cutting out of the forest, 
the symbiotic pattern is disturbed and the new forest 
is a completely different organism from what might 
be expected by someone who ignored the sociology 
of plants. Stalinists have no knowledge of the condi
tions human plants need in order to thrive. Forbid
ding any research in this direction because such study 
contradicts orthodoxy, they bar mankind from the 
possibility of acquiring fuller knowledge of itself. 

Dialectical materialism, Russian-style, is nothing 
more than nineteenth-century science vulgarized to 
the second power. Its emotional and didactic compo
m�nts are so strong that they change all proportions. 
Although the Method was scientific at its origins, 
when it is applied to humanistic disciplines it often 
transforms them into edifying stories adapted to the 
needs of the moment. But there is no escape once a 
man enters upon these convenient bridges. Centuries 
of human history, with their thousands upon thou
sands of intricate aff�irs, are reduced to a few, most 
generalized terms. Undoubtedly, one comes closer 
to the truth when one sees history as the expression 
of the class struggle rather than a series of private 
quarrels among kings and nobles. But precisely be
cause such an analysis of history comes closer to the 
truth, it is more dangerous. It gives the illusion of full 
knowledge; it supplies answers to all ques,tions, an
swers which merely run around in a circle repeat
ing a few formulas. What's more, the humanities get 
connected with the natural sciences thanks to the 
materialistic outlook (as, for example, in theories of 
"eternal matter" ) ,  and so we see the circle closing 
perfectly and logically. Then, Stalin becomes the 
crowning point of the evolution of life on our planet. 

The son of a worker, subj ected to such an 
education, cannot think otherwise than as the school 
demands. Two times two equals four. The press, lit
erature, painting, films, and theater all illustrate what 



Man, Tbis Enemy 1 93 

he learns, just as the lives of saints and martyrs serve 
as illustrations of theology. It would be wrong to as
sert that a dual set of values no longer exists. The 
resistance against the new set of values is, however, 
emotional. It survives, but it is beaten whenever it has 
to explain itself in rational terms. A man's subcon
scious or not-quite-conscious life is richer than his 
vocabulary. His opposition to this new philosophy of 
life is much like a toothache. Not only can he not 
express the pain in words, but he cannot even tell you 
which tooth is aching. 

Thanks to excellent means of vulgarization, un
prepared people (i .e . ,  those whose minds work fee
bly)  are taught to reason. Their training convinces 
them that what is happening in the people's democra
cies is necessary, even if temporari ly bad. The greater 
the number of people who "participate in culture"
i.e. pass through the schools, read books and maga
zines, attend theaters and exhibitions-the further the 
doctrine reaches and the smaller grows the threat to 
the rule of philosophers. 

But some people, even with sufficient education, 
reason "badly." They are impervious to the influence 
of Hegelian philosophy. A chicken cannot be taught 
to swim; just so, those who belong to the social groups 
condemned to disappear cannot be convinced of the 
truth of dialectics. According to the Party, if these 
people were clearly aware of their situation, they 
would have to confess that there is no hope fm them. 
Therefore they look for mental subterfuges. Those 
people are enemies. They must be ejected to the mar
gins of society not because of what they do, but be
cause of what they are. Despite the fact that their 
intentions may be subj ectively good, their guilt has 
an objective character. 

Dialecticians have to know the enemy's mental
ity. Studying the reactionary as a social type, they 
establish certain features by which he can be recog
nized. The reactionary, they argue, even though he 
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be an educated man, is incapable of grasping the con
cept of the interdependence of phenomena. There
fore his political imagination is limited. A man who 
has been trained sociologically can deduce a whole 
line of reasoning as to the causes and consequences 
of every phenomenon. Like a paleontologist, he can 
divine a whole formation from a single fossil . Show 
him the verse of a poet from any country, a picture, 
even an item of clothing and he immediately fits it 
into a historical context. His line of reasoning may be 
false; nonetheless he sees everything within the sphere 
of a given civilization as a symptom, not an accident. 
The reactionary, incapable of this type of thinking, 
sees the world as a series of unrelated, parallel occur
rences. 

Thus, Nazism was tor the reactionary merely the 
result of the activity of Hitler and his clique; revo
lutionary movements are the effects of Moscow's 
machinations, etc. All the changes occurring in the 
people's democracies seem to him to resolve them
selves into a question of superior force ; if some 
miraculous accident were to remove this force, every
thing would return to "normal." He is like a man 
whose garden has been inundated by a raging river, 
and who expects to find his old flower beds intact 
after the waters subside. But a flooding river does 
not merely exist; it tears up and carries away whole 
banks of soil, fells trees, piles up layers of mud, over
turns stones, until the garden ot old becomes nothing 
more than a given number of square meters of 
unrecognizable land. The reactionary cannot grasp 
movement. His very language is static; his concepts, 
unchangeable, never renewed by observation. Laurel 
and Hardy once made a film in which Laurel, an 
American soldier in the First World War, is ordered 
to remain in the trench at his machine-gun post when 
the company moves to attack. Immediately thereafter 
the Armistice is signed, and in the resultant confu
sion he is forgotten. They find him twenty years 
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later, his trench surrounded by a mountain of empty 
cans. He is still at his post, shooting at every com
mercial airplane that flies by. The reactionary, like 
Laurel, knows he must shoot, and he cannot realize 
that the plane is no longer what it was when he got 
his orders. 

No matter how many books the reactionary 
reads about the dialectical method, he cannot under
stand its essence. Some little spring is missing in his 
mind. As a result he cannot properly evaluate human 
psychology. Dialecticians work on the premise that 
a man's mental and emotional life is in constant mo
tion, that it is senseless to treat individuals as if they 
retained a certain stable, innate character in all 
circumstances. They know that by changing living 
conditions they change people's beliefs and reflexes. 
The reactionary is amazed by the changes people 
undergo. He awkwardly explains his friends' gradual 
conversion to the system as "opportunism," "cow
ardice," "treachery." Without such labels he feels 
lost. Reasoning on the principle of "either-or," he 
tries to divide the people about him into "Commu
nists" and "non-Communists" ;  but such a differentia
tion loses all meaning in a people's democracy. Where 
dialectics shapes life whoever tries to resort to old
world logic must feel completely out of his depth. 

Such misfortune always befalls the reactionary. 
The content suddenly flees from his concepts, and 
all he has left are empty words and phrases. His 
friends, who only a year ago used these words and 
phrases fondly, have rej ected them as too general, 
too ill-defined, too remote from reality. He despair
ingly repeats "honor," "fatherland," "nation," "free
dom," without comprehending that for people living 
in a changed ( and daily changing) situation these 
abstractions take on a concrete and totally different 
meaning than before. 

Because they so define a reactionary, dialecti
cians consider him a mentally inferior, and therefore 
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not very dangerous, creature. He is no match for 
them. Once the propertied class is liquidated, the old 
intelligentsia (which was reactionary in these terms) 
can be brought to heel with no great difficulty. Its 
more vigorous representatives cross over to new 
ideological positions, while the rest lag further 
and further behind the transformations occurring all 
about them and so sink ever lower both socially and 
mentally. 

The new and the old intelligentsia no longer 
speak a common language. Reactionary tendencies 
exist in the peasants and the former petty bourgeoi
sie, but they are unexpressed. The masses are being 
educated by their new living conditions, and though 
they are discontented, with every month the mental 
distance between them and the program of the reac
tionaries increases. Emigre politicians help greatly 
to facilitate the work of the government. Ninety per 
cent of them are, according to the above definition, 
reactionaries. Their appeals and radio talks resemble 
poor Laurel's barrages at the airplanes. Their listeners 
are not displeased to hear them abuse a government 
they, too, dislike ; still they cannot treat their formu
lations seriously. The discrepancy between these pol
iticians' favorite words and the real situation is too 
clear; the superiority of the dialecticians, whose rea
soning is always adapted to actuality, is too obvious. 
The reactionaries always lose by such comparison; 
the people's instinctive judgment is tinged with 
something like embarrassment, with shame that those 
who oppose dictatorship are not mentally up to its 
stature. Because man instinctively senses weakness, 
the people become ever more reluctant to side with 
the reactionaries. Thus, the feeling of fatalism grows 
stronger. 

Rule over the minds of the masses, therefore, is 
not seriously threatened. Wherever it appears, intel
lectual energy can find only one outlet. It is a 
different matter, however, when one considers the 
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emotional life of the masses and the terrible hatred 
that dominates it. This hatred cannot be explained on 
purely economic grounds. The Party senses that in 
this realm, which Marxism has studied least, surprises 
and real threats lie hidden. 

Above all, there exists the question of religion. 
This problem still persists despite the many weak 
points in Christianity that can be attacked success
fully. Not without reason did the Catholic Church 
defend the feudal structure against nascent capital
ism during the Reformation. Capitalism created sci
entific thinking and dealt a powerful blow to religion 
in Europe by removing the best minds from the con
fines of theology. Modem society reveals how swiftly 
ideas that were at first the property of the intellectual 
few can spread;  to discover along what lines society 
will develop, it is sometimes useful to trace the trend 
in the thinking of a small number of clear-sighted 
sensitive people. What is on the surface at a given 
moment, e.g. a literary style, gives way to new ele
ments, though it may survive for a long time on a 
second or third level. (Revivals are, of course, pos
sible. ) This is what happened to theology in Europe. 
The Church lost its top-level position when, during 
the industrial upheavals, it lost the intellectuals and 
failed to win the new class of workers. And these are 
the two groups to which the Party attaches most im
portance. Today, the intellectual life of Christianity 
grows on the outer fringes of the Church, in little 
circles that are trying to adapt Christian philosophy 
to the new needs of the century. 

Still, religious needs exist in the masses and it 
would be a mistake, from the Party's point of view, 
to deny them. Perhaps they will disappear once the 
entire population has been transformed into workers; 
but no one knows when that will happen. We are 
dealing here with imponderable elements. Mysteri
ous, indeed, is the instinct which makes man revolt 
ag:;�inst a reasonable explanation of all phenomena. 
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Christianity's armor is so thin in the twentieth cen
tury, a child in school is so deeply immersed in the 
new way of thinking, and yet the zone of shadow 
eludes the light of reason. We suddenly stumble 
upon puzzles. Professor Pavlov, who originated the 
theory of conditioned reflexes, was a deeply religious 
man. Moscow caused him no trouble over this be
cause he was an eminent scientist and because he was 
old. The creator of the theory of conditioned reflexes 
-the very theory that constitutes one of the strong
est arguments against the existence of some sort of 
constant called "human nature" ! The defenders of 
religion maintain that this "human nature" cannot 
change completely; that gods and churches have ex
isted over thousands of years and in all kinds of civi
lizations, and that one can expect this to be true of 
the future as well. What went on in Professor Pav
lov's head if two systems of concepts, one scientific 
and one religious, existed simultaneously there? 

The Party teaches that "existence shapes con
sciousness," that circumstances alter men. But it 
matters little whether religious drives result from 
"human nature" or from centuries of conditioning; 
they exist. During the war against Hitler, the Soviet 
Union had to dust off its priests as well as appeal to 
nationalistic feelings. When imminent death brings 
that moment of absurd revelation that everything 
il senseles!J , dialectical materialism suddenly discloses 
its mathematical structure. Man falls from the indus
triously built bridges. He prefers to surrender to the 
magic of icons. 

In its own tashion, the Party too is a church. Its 
dictatorship over the earth and its transformation of 
the human species depend on the success with which 
it can channel irrational human drives and use them 
to its own ends. No, logical arguments are not 
enough. "Club" ceremonies, poetry, novels, films are 
so important because they reach deeper into the 
stratum on which the emotional conflict rages. No 
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other church can be tolerated; Christianity is Pub
lic Enemy No. 1. It fosters all the skepticism of the 
masses as to the radical transformation of mankind.  
If, as the Gospel teaches, we must not do harm unto 
others, then perhaps we must not harm kulaks? I f  
the highest glory does not belong to  man, then per
haps worship of Lenin and Stalin is idolatry? 

I have known many Christians-Poles, French
men, Spaniards-who were strict Stalinists in the field 
of politics but who retained certain inner reserva
tions, believing God would make corrections once 
the bloody sentences of the all-mighties of History 
were carried out. They pushed their reasoning rather 
far. They argue that history develops according to 
immutable laws that exist by the will of God; one of 
these laws is the class struggle ; the twentieth century 
marks the victory of the proletariat, which is led 
in its struggle by the Communist Party; Stalin, the 
leader of the Communist Party, fulfills the law of 
history, or in other words acts by the will of God; 
therefore one must obey him. Mankind can be re
newed only on the Russian pattern ; that is why no 
Christian can oppose the one-cruel, it is true-idea 
which will create a new kind of man over the entire 
planet. Such reasoning is often used by clerics who 
are Party tools. "Christ is a new man. The new man 
is the Soviet man. Therefore Christ is a Soviet man ! "  
said Justinian Marina, the Rumanian patriarch. 

In reality, such Christians ( even omitting men 
like Marina) perpetuate one of the greatest lies 
of all centuries. They renounce their faith but 
are ashamed to admit it . The contradiction between 
Christianity and Stalinist philosophy cannot be over
come. Christianity is based on a concept of individ
ual merit and guilt ; the New Faith, on histoTical 
merit and guilt. The Christian who rej ects individual 
merit and guilt denies the work ot Jesus, and the 
God he calls upon slowly transforms himself into 
History. If  he admits that only individual merit and 
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guilt exist, how can he gaze indifferently at the 
suffering of people whose only sin was that they 
blocked the path of "historical processes" ? To lull 
his conscience he resorts to the thesis that a reaction
ary cannot be a good man. 

Who is the reactionary? Everyone who opposes 
the inevitable historical processes, i.e. the Politburo 
police. The thesis of the "sin of the reactionary" is 
argued very cleverly: every perception is "oriented," 
i.e. at the very moment of perceiving we introduce 
our ideas into the material of our observations ; only 
he sees reality truly who evaluates it in terms of the 
interests of the class that is the lever of the future, 
i.e. the proletariat. The writings of Lenin and Stalin 
teach us what the interests of the proletariat are. 
Whoever sees reality otherwise than as the proletar
iat sees it falsely; in other words, his picture of real
ity is deformed by the pressure of the interests of 
classes that are backward and so destined to disap
pear. Whoever sees the world falsely necessarily acts 
badly; whoever acts badly is a bad man; therefore the 
reactionary is a bad man, and one should not feel 
sorry for him. 

This line of reasoning has at least one flaw-it 
ignores the facts. The pressure of an all-powerful 
totalitarian state creates an emotional tension in its 
citizens that determines their acts. vVhen people are 
divided into "loyalists" and "criminals" a premium 
is placed on every type of conformist, coward, and 
hireling; whereas among the "criminals" one finds 
a singularly high percentage of people who are di
rect, sincere, and true to themselves. From the social 
point of view these persons would constitute the best 
guarantee that the future development of the social 
organism would be toward good. From the Christian 
point of view they have no other sin on their con
science save their contempt for Caesar, or their in
correct evaluation of his might. 

The assertion that historical guilt is individual 
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guilt per se is nothing more than the subterfuge of 
a guilty and lying conscience. This does not mean 
that one can put off the problem of historical guilt 
with easy generalizations. Stupidity, i.e. inability to 
understand the mechanism of events, can cause tre
mendous suffering. In this sense, the Polish com
manders who gave the order to start the Warsaw 
uprising in 1 944 are guilty of stupidity ,  and their 
guilt has an individual character. Another individual 
guilt, however, weighs upon the command of the 
Red Army which refused to aid the insurgents-not 
out of stupidity, but on the contrary out of a full 
understanding of "historical processes," i.e. a correct 
evaluation of power. 

One more example ot guilt through stupidity 
is the attitude of various societies toward thinkers, 
writers, or artists whose vision reached into the fu
ture and whose works were largely incomprehen
sible to their contemporaries. The critic who denied 
the value of these works might have acted in good 
faith, but by his stupidity he condemned men of in
comparably greater worth than himself to poverty, 
even persecution. The specific trick of the Christian
Stalinists is to lump these two concepts of guilt, in
dividual and historical, together, while it is only in 
a few instances that these concepts coincide. 

Catholics who accept the Party line gradually 
lose everything except the phraseology of their 
Christian metaphysics. The true content of their faith 
becomes the Method by a psychological process well
known to Christians in the people's democracies. 
The existence of a large number of loyal half-Chris
tians in the subjugated part of Europe could have a 
tremendous effect on the Imperium's political plans. 
Toleration and even support of these "Christian
patriots," as they are called, enables the Center 
to avoid a dangerous conflict. The transition from 
Christianity to a cult of History takes place imper
ceptibly. Without doubt, the greatest success of the 
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Imperium would come if it could install a Party-line 
pope in the Vatican. A mass in the Basilica of St. 
Peter in Rome performed by such a pope, with the 
assistance of dignitaries from those subjugated coun
tries which are predominately Catholic, would be 
one of the most important steps toward the consoli
dation of the world empire. 

Christians who serve the Eastern Imperium in
geniously resolve the problem posed by Jesus' words 
"Render therefore unto Caesar the things that are 
Caesar's; and unto God the things that are God's." 
Until now the contrast between the ordinary man 
and Caesar has never been effaced. Christianity guar
anteed this division by teaching that every man had 
his own history, distinct from the history of the so
cial group or the nation to which he belonged. If, as 
is taught today from the Elbe to Vladivostok, the 
history of every man is nothing more than the reflec
tion of the history of his class, and if his class is per
sonified in Caesar, then it is clear that the man who 
rebels against Caesar rebels against himselt. Christians 
who agree to this thesis prove they no longer believe 
in God's judgment of each man's acts. Fear that His
to!Y. will damn them eternally motivates their sub
mtsston. 

The Party knows that the conflict between true 
Christianity and the Revolution is fundamental. The 
Revolution aims at the highest goal the human spe
cies has ever set for itself on earth, the end of "man's 
exploitation of man." To do this, it must replace man's 
desire for profit with a feeling of collective responsi
bility as a motive for action. This is a distant and 
honorable goal. Probably it will not be reached 
quickly; and probably, too, for a long period it will 
be necessary to maintain a constant terror in order 
to instill that feeling of responsibility by force. But 
Christianity contains a dual set of values; it recog
nizes man to be a "child of God" and also a member 
of society. As a member of society, he must submit 
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to the established order so long as that order does not 
hinder him in his prime task of saving his soul. Only 
by efl:acing this dualism, i.e. raising man as a purelv 
social creature, can the Party release the forces of 
hatred in him that are necessary to the realization 
of the new world. 

The masses in highly industrialized countries 
like England, the United States, or F ranee are largely 
de-Christianized. Technology, and the way of life 
it produces, undermines Christianity far more effec
tively than do violent measures. The erosion of re
ligious beliefs is also taking place in Central and 
Eastern Europe. There, the core of the problem is to 
avoid galvanizing the forces of Christianity by some 
careless misstep. It would be an act of unforgiVable 
carelessness, for example, to close the churches sud
denly and prohibit all religious practice. Instead, one 
should try to split the Church in two. Part ot the 
clergy must be compromised as reactionaries and 
"foreign agents"-a rather easy task, given the ut
terly conservative mentality of many priests. The 
other part must be bound to the state as closely as 
the Orthodox Church is in Russia, so that it becomes 
a tool of the government. A completely submissive 
Church-one that may on occasion collaborate with 
the security police-loses authority in the eyes of the 
pious. Such a Church can be preserved for decades, 
until the moment when it dies a natural death due to 
a lack of adherents. 

So there are measures that can be taken even 
against the Church, this last stronghold of opposi
tion. Nevertheless, the masses in the people's democ
racies behave like a man who wants to cry out in his 
sleep and cannot find his voice. They not only dare 
not speak, they do not know what to say. Logically, 
everything is as it should be. From the philosophical 
premises to the collectivization of the farms, every
thing makes up a single closed whole, a solid and 
imposing pyramid. The lone individual inevitably 



204 

asks himself if his antagonism is not wrong; all he can 
oppose to the entire propaganda apparatus are sim
ply his irrational desires. Should he not, in fact, be 
ashamed of them? 

The Party is vigilantly on guard lest these long
ings be transmuted into new and vital intellectual 
formulas adapted to new conditions and therefore 
capable of winning over the masses. Neither the re
action nor the Church are as great a menace as is 
heresy . If men familiar with dialectics and able to 
present dialectical materialism in a new light appear, 
they must be rendered harmless at once. A professor 
of philosophy who clings to obsolete "idealistic" 
concepts is not particularly dangerous. He loses his 
lectureship, but he is allowed to earn a living by edit
ing texts, etc. Whereas a professor who, using the 
names of Marx and Engels, permits himself depar
�ures from orthodoxy sows seeds from which alarm
mg crops may grow. 

Only the bourgeois persists in thinking that 
nothing results from these nuances of thought. The 
Party knows that much can come of them: there was 
a time when the Revolution was merely a nuance in 
the thinking of a little group of theoreticians led by 
Lenin, quarreling around a cafe table in Switzerland. 
The most neuralgic points of the doctrine are phi
losophy, literature, the history of art, and literary 
criticism; those are the points where man in his un
fortunate complexity enters the equation. The differ
ence of a tiny fraction in the premises yields dizzying 
differences after the calculation is completed. A de
viation from the line in the evaluation of some work 
of art may become the leaven of a political upheaval. 
The Party rightly and logically condemned the fore
most Marxist l iterary scholar of the twentieth cen
tury, the Hungarian professor Lukacs. Deep, hidden 
reasons lay behind the enthusiasm his works aroused 
in the Marxists of the people's democracies. They 
saw in him the harbinger of a new philosophy and a 
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new literature. The dislike of "socialist realism" that 
he betrayed corresponded to the belief, prevalent 
in the first years after the Second World \Var, that 
in the people's democracies the science of Marx and 
Engels would blaze new paths, unknown in Russia. 
Because Lukacs expressed this belief in his books, the 
Party had no course but to stigmatize him. 

When one considers the matter logically, it be
comes obvious that intellectual terror is a principle 
that Leninism-Stalinism can never forsake, even if it 
should achieve victory on a world scale. The enemy, 
in a potential form, will al-ways be there ; the only 
friend will be the man who accepts the doctrine 1 00 
per cent. If he accepts only 99 per cent, he will nec
essarily have to be considered a foe, for from that 
remaining 1 per cent a new church can arise. The 
explanation Stalinists often advance, that this is only 
a stage resulting from "capitalist encirclement," is 
self-contradictory. The concept of a stage presup
poses planning from the top, absolute control now 
and always. Eastern rulers are aware of this contra
diction. If they were not, they would not have to 
present forced participation in clubs and parades, 
forced voting for a single list, forced raising of pro
duction norms, etc. as spontaneous and voluntary 
acts. This is a dark, unpleasant point for even the 
most passionate believers. 

This way of posing the problem discloses the 
madness of the doctrines. Party dialecticians know 
that similar attempts on the part of other orthodoxies 
have always failed. In fact, History itself exploded 
one after another the formulas that have been consid
ered binding. This time, however, the rulers have 
mastered dialectics so, they assert, they will know 
how to modify the doctrine as new necessities arise. 
The j udgments of an individual man can always be 
wrong; the only solution is to submit unreservedly 
to an authority that claims to be unerring. 

But what can the doctrine do about the unfor-
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mulated longings of men? Why does a good Commu
nist, without any apparent reason, suddenly put a 
pistol to his head? Why does he escape abroad? Isn't 
this one of those chasms over which the scientifically 
constructed bridges pass? People who flee from the 
people's democracies usually give as their chief mo
tive the fact that life in these countries is psychically 
unbearable. They stammer out their efforts to ex
plain : "The dreadful sadness of life over there";  "I 
felt I was turning into a machine." It is impossible 
to communicate to people who have not experienced 
it the undefinable menace of total rationalism. 

To forestall doubt, the Party fights any tend
ency to delve into the depths of a human being, es
pecially in literature and art. Whoever reflects on 
"man" in general, on his inner needs and longings, 
is accused of bourgeois sentimentality. Nothing must 
ever go beyond the description of man's behavior 
as a member of a social group. This is necessary 
because the Party, treating man exclusively as the 
by-product of social forces, believes that he becomes 
the type of being he pictures himself to be. He is a 
social monkey. What is not expressed does not exist. 
Therefore if one forbids men to explore the depths 
of human nature, one destroys in them the urge to 
make such explorations; and the depths in themselves 
slowly become unreal. 

I should like to clear up in advance a possible 
misunderstanding. Personally, I am not in favor of 
art that is too subj ective. My poetry has always been 
a means of checking on myself. Through it I could 
ascertain the limit beyond which falseness of style 
testifies to the falseness of the artist's position; and I 
have tried not to cross this line. The war years taught 
me that a man should not take a pen in his hands 
merely to communicate to others his own despair and 
defeat. This is too cheap a commodity; it takes too 
little effort to produce it for a man to pride himself 
on having done so. Whoever saw, as many did, a 
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whole city reduced to rubble-kilometers of streets 
on which there remained no trace of life, not even a 
cat, not even a homeless dog-emerged with a rather 
ironic attitude toward descriptions of the hell of the 
big city by contemporary poets, descriptions of the 'hell in their own souls. A real "wasteland" is much 
more trouble than any imaginary one. Whoever has 
not dwelt in the midst of horror and dread cannot 
know how strongly a witness and participant pro
tests against himself, against his own neglect and 
egoism. Destruction and suffering are the school of 
social thought. 

Yet, if the literature of socialist realism is useful, 
it is so only to the Party. It is supposed to present 
reality not as a man sees it (that was the trait of the 
previous realism, the so-called "critical" ) ,  but as he 
understands it. Understanding that reality is  in mo
tion, and that in every phenomenon what i s  being 
born and what is dying exist simultaneously-dialec
tically speaking, this is the battle between the "new" 
and the "old"-the author should praise everything 
that is budding and censure everything that is 
becoming the past. In practice, this means that the 
author should perceive elements of the class struggle 
in every phenomenon. Carrying this reasoning fur
ther, the doctrine forces all art to become didactic. 
Since only the Stalinists have the right to represent 
the proletariat, which is the rising class, everything 
that is "new" and therefore praiseworthy results 
from Party strategy and tactics. "Socialist realism" de
pends on an identification of the "new" with the pro
letariat and the proletariat with the Party. It presents 
model citizens, i .e. Communists, and class enemies. 
Between these two categories come the men who 
vacillate. Eventually, they must-according to which 
tendencies are stronger in them-land in one camp 
or the other. When literature is not dealing with pre
fabricated figures of friends and foes, it studies the 
process of metamorphosis by which men arrive at 
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total salvation or absolute damnation in Party terms. 
This way of treating literature (and every art) 

leads to absolute conformism. Is such conformism 
favorable to serious artistic work? That is doubtful. 
The sculptures of Michelangelo are completed acts 
that endure. There was a time when they did not 
exist. Between their non-existence and existence lies 
the creative act, which cannot be understood as a 
submission to the "wave of the future." The creative 
act is associated with a feeling of freedom that is, in 
its turn, born in the struggle against an apparently 
invincible resistance. Whoever truly creates is alone. 
When he succeeds in creating, many followers and 
imitators appear; and then it seems that his work 
confirms the existence of some sort of "wave of his
tory." The creative man has no choice but to trust 
his inner command and place everything at stake in 
order to express what seems to him to be true. This 
inner command is absurd if it is not supported by a 
belief in an order of values that exists beyond the 
changeability of human affairs, that is by a metaphys
ical belief. Herein lies the tragedy of the twentieth 
century. Today, only those people can create who 
still have this faith (among them are a certain num
ber of Stalinists who practice Ketman) ,  or who hold 
a position of lay stoicism (which, after all, is prob
ably another form of faith) .  For the rest there re
mains the sorry lie of a safe place on the "wave of 
the future." 

This is the framework within which life develops 
in the people's democracies ; but it is a life that moves 
at a frenzied tempo. "Socialist construction" is not 
merely a slogan; it is taken in a quite literal sense. 
The observer's eye meets scaffolding everywhere ; 
new factories, offices, and government buildings 
spring up almost overnight; production curves rise; 
the masses change character with unheard-of rapid
ity; more and more persons become state function-
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aries and acquire a certain mtmmum of "political 
education." The press, literature, films, and theater 
magnify these attainments. If a man from Mars, 
knowing nothing of earthly affairs, were to judge 
the various countries of the world on the basis of 
Soviet books, he would conclude that the East is in
habited by rational, intelligent beings, while the West 
is peopled by dwarfs and degenerates. Small wonder 
that so many intelligent Westerners, for whom the 
Soviet Union and its satellites are the legendary isles 
of happiness, arrive at a similar conclusion. 

The citizen of the people's democracies is im
mune to the kind of neurosis that takes such manifold 
forms in capitalist countries. In the West a man sub
consciously regards society as unrelated to him. So
ciety indicates the limits he must not exceed; in ex
change for this he receives a guarantee that no one 
will meddle excessively in his affairs. If he loses it's 
his own fault; let psychoanalysis help him. In the 
East there is no boundary between man and society. 
His game, and whether he loses or wins, is a public 
matter. He is never alone. If he loses it is not because 
of indifference on the part of his environment, but 
because his environment keeps him under such mi
nute scrutiny. Neuroses as they are known in the 
West result, above all, from man's aloneness ; so even 
if they were allowed to practice, psychoanalysts 
would not earn a penny in the people's democracies. 

The torment of a man in the East is, as we have 
seen, of a new, hitherto unknown variety. Humanity 
devised effective measures against smallpox, typhus, 
syphilis ; but life in big cities or giant collectives 
breeds new diseases. Russian revolutionists discov
ered what they claimed were effectual means of mas
tering the forces of History. They proclaimed they 
had found the panacea for the ills of society. But His
tory itself repays them in j eers. 

The supreme goal of doing away with the 
struggle for existence-which was the theoretician's 
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�ream-has not been and cannot be achieved while 
·every man fears every other man. The state which, 
according to Lenin, was supposed to wither away 
gradually is now all-powerful. It holds a sword over 
the head of every citizen; it punishes him for every 
careless word. The promises made from time to time 
that the state will begin to wither away when the en
tire earth is conquered lack any foundation. Ortho
·doxy cannot release its pressure on men's minds; it 
would no longer be an orthodoxy. There is always 
·some disparity between facts and theories. The world 
is full of contradictions. Their constant struggle is 
what Hegel called dialectic. That dialectic of reality 
turns against the dialectic fashioned by the Center; 
but then so much the worse for reality. It has been 
:said that the twentieth century is notable for its syn
thetic products-synthetic rubber, synthetic gaso
line, etc. Not to be outdone, the Party has processed 
an artificial dialectic whose only resemblance to He
gel's philosophy is purely superficial. The Method is 
effective just so long as it wages war against an 
enemy. A man exposed to its influence is helpless. 
How can he fight a system of symbols? In the end he 
submits ; and this is the secret of the Party's power, 
not some fantastic narcotic. 

There is a species of insect which injects its 
venom into a caterpillar; thus inoculated, the cater
pillar lives on though it is paralyzed. The poisonous 
insect then lays its eggs in it, and the body of the 
caterpillar serves as a living larder for the young 
brood. Just so ( though Marx and Engels never fore
saw this use for their doctrine) ,  the anaesthetic of  
dialectical materialism i s  inj ected into the mind of a 
man in the people's democracies. When his brain is 
duly paralyzed, the eggs of Stalinism are laid in it. As 
soon as you are a Marxist, the Party says to the pa
tient, you must be a Stalinist, for there is no Marxism 
outside of Stalinism. 

Nai:ve enemies of the poison may think that they 
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can rid themselves of the danger by locking up the 
works of Marx and Engels in burglar-proof safes and 
never allowing anyone to read them. They fail to 
consider that the very course of history leads people 
to think about the subj ect matter of these works. 
Those who have never personally experienced the 
magnetic attraction and force of the problems posed 
in these books can count themselves lucky. Though 
that does not necessarily mean that they should feel 
proud of themselves. 

Only the blind can fail to see the irony of the 
situation the human species brought upon itself when 
it tried to master its own fate and to eliminate acci
dent. It bent its knee to History; and History is a 

cruel god. Today, the commandments that fall from 
his lips are uttered by clever chaplains hiding in his 
empty interior. The eyes of the god are so con
structed that they see wherever a man may go ; there 
is no shelter from them. Lovers in bed perform their 
amorous rites under his mocking glance ; a child plays 
in the sand, not knowing that his future life has been 
weighed and written into the general account; only 
the aged, who have but a few days left before they 
die, can justly feel that they have to a large extent 
escaped his rule. 

The philosophy of History emanating from 
lVIoscow is not just an abstract theory, it is a material 
force that uses guns, tanks, planes, and all the ma
chines of war and oppression. All the crushing might 
of an armed state is hurled against any man who re
fuses to accept the New Faith. At the same time, 
Stalinism attacks him from within, saying his opposi
tion is caused by his "class consciousness," just as 
psychoanalysts accuse their foes of wanting to pre
serve their complexes. 

Still, it is not hard to imagine the day when mil
lions of obedient followers of the New Faith may 
suddenly turn against it. That day would come the 
moment the Center lost its material might, not only 
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because fear of military force would vanish, but be
cause success is an integral part of this philosophy's 
argument. If it lost, it would prove itself wrong by 
its own definition ; it would stand revealed as a false 
faith, defeated by its own god, reality. The citizens 
of the Imperium of the East long for nothing so 
much as liberation from the terror their own thought 
creates. 

In the Central Committee buildings, strategists 
move the little flags on the battle map of the war for 
men's minds. They can pinpoint ever greater suc
cesses ;  the red color, which in 1944 and 1 945 was 
limited to a handful of believers coming from the 
East, spreads farther every day. But even sages are 
men, and even they fall prey to anxiety and dread. 
They compare themselves to the early Christians ; 
they liken the march of the New Faith over the 
planet to the march of Christianity throughout the 
decaying Roman Empire. But they envy the Apostles 
their gift of reaching deep into the human heart. 
"They knew how to make propaganda! How can 
we compare ourselves with them? " mourned a cer
tain Party dignitary hearing the Gospel read over the 
radio. The new (anti- ) religion performs miracles. It 
shows the doubters new buildings and new tanks. 
But what would happen if these miracles suddenly 
stopped? Knives and pistols would appear in the 
hands that applaud today. The pyramid of thought 
would topple. For a long time, on the ground where 
once it stood there would be nothing save blood and 
chaos. 



• Chapter Nine The Lesson of the 
Baltics 

"If you keep thinking about the Baltics and the 
camps, do you know what will happen to you ? "  my 
friend asked me in Warsaw. He had recently 
acquired an admiration for the dialectical wisdom of 
the Center. "You will use up the rest of your time 
to live and you will present yourself before Zeus; and 
the god, pointing his finger (here my friend gestured 
accusingly ) ,  will cry : ' Idiot! You ruined your life by 
worrying about trifles ! '  " 

It is true that I cannot stop thinking about the 
Baltics. Yet I can say something in my defense. Cer
tainly, worry over the fate of nations trampled down 
by History-that elephant-leads nowhere, and is 
a proof of sentimentality. This much I grant. The 
rage one feels on reading sixteenth-century memoirs 
whose authors, mostly priests, recount the atrocities 
committed in America by Spanish Conquistadors is 
senseless. It cannot resurrect the Caribbean popu
lation slaughtered by Ponce de Leon, nor shelter the 
Inca refugees pursued through the mountains by 
knights fighting with faith and a sword. Those who 
have been defeated are forgotten forever; and any
one who would look too closely into the record of 
past crimes or, even worse, try to imagine them in 
detail, must either turn gray with horror-or become 
completely indifferent. 

Historians know that a long time ago the area 
known as East Prussia was inhabited by the Prussian 
nation which, thanks to German-speaking followers 
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of Jesus, met the same fate as  .the people of the Car
ibbean. But historians do not speak of mothers' de
spair or children's distress; and perhaps it is better so. 
The civilization that calls itself Christian was built 
on the blood of the innocent. To be nobly indignant 
at those who are trying today to create another 
civilization by similar means is to take a somewhat 
pharisaic attitude. The records of crime will remain 
for many years, hidden in some place that is remote 
and secure ; then, a scholar of the future, reaching 
through dust and cobwebs for the old files, will con
sider the murders committed as insignificant mis
deeds compared with the task accomplished. More 
probably, however, no such files will exist; for, keep
ing step with progress, the emperors of today have 
drawn conclusions from this simple truth : whatever 
does not exist on paper, does not exist at all. 

Let us assume that this is what will happen. 
Nevertheless our attitude toward the present differs 
from our attitude toward the past, be that right or 
wrong. A living human being, even if he be thou
sands of miles away, is not so easily ejected from one's 
memory. If he is being tortured, his voice is heard 
at the very least by those people who have (uncom
fortable as it may be for them) a vivid imagination. 
And even if he is already dead, he is still part of the 
present; for the man who killed him or who gave the 
order that he be killed is sitting down somewhere, 
at some precise point on the face of the earth, with 
his family; bread and tea are on the table, and his 
children rej oice over a gift he has brought them. To 
demand that a man regard the present as he would 
the past without, as my friend said, worrying about 
trifles, that he gaze at the ripening fruits of tomor
row through the telescope of History-that is asking 
too much. There must be, after all, some standard 
one dare not destroy lest the fruits of tomorrow 
prove to be rotten. If I think thus it is because for 
the last two thousand years or more there have been 
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not only brigands, conquistadors, and hangmen, but 
also people for whom evil was evil and had to be 
called evil. Mass slaughter, the terror of revolution, 
the craze for gold, the misery of the working classes : 
who knows what dimensions these flaws might reach 
if every man believed he must keep silent and 
accept? In rebelling, I believe I protect the fruits of 
tomorrow better than my friend who keeps silent. I 
assume the risk and I pay. If I were not willing to 
do so, I would now be writing an ode in praise of the 
Generalissimo. When one has some training in poetic 
technique, it is not particularly difficult to compose 
fine-sounding, rhythmical praise of Tbe Glorious 
Hero. 

The Baltic states-Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia 
-lie, as we know, on the edge of the great mainland 
of the continent. A gulf separates them from Fin
land; the Baltic Sea, from Sweden. Their inhabitants 
are not Slavic. The language of the Estonians is re
lated to Finnish. The Lithuanian and Latvian tongues, 
which resemble each other, still constitute a linguistic 
riddle ; no one knows the original home of these 
tribes who found their ·way to the lower reaches of 
the Niemen and Dvina rivers. We know only that 
the exterminated Prussians spoke a similar language. 
Of the three Baltic nations, only the Lithuanians suc
ceeded in the past in creating and maintaining for a 
certain time a large state whose borders extended to 
the Dnieper. 

These three sparsely settled countries underwent 
an intensive colonization, chiefly German and Polish, 
which marked the advance of Christianity. The 
result was that two different languages entered into 
use there : the masters, that is the landholders, spoke 
German (in Estonia and Latvia )  and Polish (in Lith
uania )  in part because the newcomers brought with 
them their own language and customs, and in part 
because the local nobility adopted them. The com
mon people, however, spoke their native tongue and 
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preserved their cultural heritage from a legendary 
past. After the First World War, these three coun
tries ceased to be provinces of the Russian Tsardom 
and became independent. Radical agrarian reforms 
curbed the influence of the great landowners. The 
native tongues became the official languages, while 
literature and education restored popular traditions. 

In 1939, the population of these three states num
bered about six million, that is, a little more than 
the population of Chile, a little less than that of 
Sweden. They were agricultural countries whose econ
omies were maintained by a well-organized exporta
tion of bacon, eggs, butter, grain, and fowl to West
ern Europe. In this, as well as in other respects, they 
resembled Denmark. Whoever knows the patterns of 
farming life can easily picture the mode of existence 
of these Baltic regions. A widespread system of co
operatives helped the farmer sell his products. His 
standard of living, judging by his appearance, his 
house and his diet, was higher than that of the 
Slavonic countries, with the possible exception of 
Czechoslovakia. Most Estonians and Latvians were 
Protestant; most Lithuanians, Catholic. All three na
·ions were characterized by obstinate patriotism, or 
even chauvinism-which is understandable in terms 
of their hard past. Militarily, all three were defense
less. 

The fate of these states was decided in the talks 
between Molotov and Ribbentrop. In the fall of 19 39, 
Molotov demanded military bases ; the Baltic govern
ments hurried to grant them. (The press of all three 
countries consecrated much space, at the time, to 
articles proclaiming lasting, unshakable friendship 
. for the kind and powerful neighbor to the East. ) In 
June 1940, on the pretext that Soviet soldiers sta
tioned in these bases had not been assured proper 
security, the Red Army crossed the borders of Lith
uania, Latvia, and Estonia, the NKVD moved into 
power, and all former state machinery ceased to exist. 
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My account of the Baltic states is not derived 
from books or manuscripts. The first sunlight I saw, 
my first smell of the earth, my first tree, were the sun
light, smell, and tree of these regions ; for I was born 
there, of Polish-speaking parents, beside a river that 
bore a Lithuanian name. I am familiar with the events 
of the past years not from the dry notes of historians; 
they are as vivid for me as the faces and eyes of peo
ple one knows well. 

The invasion of the Spanish must have been an 
appalling experience for the Aztecs. The customs of 
the conquerors were incomprehensible ; their reli
gious ceremonies, strange ;  the paths of their thought, 
impossible to follow. The invasion of the Red Army 
was no less of a shock for the Estonians, Latvians, 
and Lithuanians. Of course, the older people remem
bered the days of the Tsars; yet this was completely 
different, and much worse. In the years that had 
elapsed since the fall of Tsarism, Russia had not 
evolved closer toward Europe but further away, to
ward principles of social organization Europe had 
never before known. The thinking and reactions of 
these conquerors were just as alien to the conquered 
as the arcanum of Catholic theology and the Castilian 
concept of honor had been to the Aztecs. 

New general elections were ordered immedi
ately. But these elections had nothing in common 
with the elections held before then. There was a 
single list of candidates, presented by the new au
thorities. Why, then, were the cities and countryside 
covered with propaganda leaflets and handbills; 
why did megaphones shout day and night; why the 
trucks decorated with huge portraits of the candi
dates ; why the garlands, the meetings, and the plat
forms? Why the propaganda if one had no choice? 
No one could understand. Yet on election day every
one flocked to the polls. They had to vote ; for 
when one turned in one's ballot, one's passport was 
stamped. The absence of this stamp meant that the 
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owner of the passport was an enemy of the people 
who had revealed his ill will by refusing to vote. 
Some people, naively, handed in torn or crossed-out 
ballots ; but they were declared valid and affirma
tive. The final tallies were impressive. The first act 
of the parliaments thus elected was to make a formal 
request for incorporation into the Soviet Union. That 
favor was granted. 

One of the new delegates to the Lithuanian par
liament was a friend from my early youth. Together 
we had traveled many kilometers down various Eu
ropean rivers in a canoe, escaped drowning in rapids, 
wandered over mountain trails, seen the sun rise over 
the valleys of the Black Forest and the castles of the 
Rhineland. A few years before the Second World 
War he became a Stalinist. He was from Warsaw, 
and his presence in Lithuania at the outbreak of the 
War was more or less accidental. Nevertheless, he was 
proposed as a candidate (there were so few Com
munists in these countries that every one was put 
to use) ; and since candidacy was tantamount to elec
tion, he became a delegate. It must have been quite 
an experience of power for him; he could vote the 
incorporation of a country he had nothing to do with 
into another country which he knew only from its 
propaganda literature and official statistics. At the 
time, that was something new; but other innovations 
were to come. All over Eastern Europe, foreigners 
( changing their names, if necessary) vote, represent, 
and rule. 

Thus the inhabitants of the Baltic states become 
Soviet citizens. In the eyes of the new authorities this 
mass of people, who were so well off that they put 
the rest of the Union to shame, represented a scan
dalous relic of the past. They had to be educated. 
Prisons filled and, shortly, certain categories of citi
zens began to be deported to work camps, mines, 
and collective farms at the other end of Russia, 
chiefly in the polar regions. In 1941  the entire area 
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was invaded by the German army. The Nazis, in  
turn, started to  kill off that category of the popula
tion which their ideology classified as undesirable, 
namely the Jews, irrespective of age, sex, or class. To 
that task they applied their usual precision. At the 
same time they exported to the Reich a large num
ber of forcibly enlisted workers. 

In 1 944 the Baltic states were recaptured by the 
Red Army and the Center set out to assimilate this 
area into the Union. The most ur!!ent task was the 
destruction of the existing and wealthy farming econ
omy. Collectivization met with considerab le ob
stacles, however. The usual method, that of "inten
sifying the class struggle in the village," which 
speculates upon the antagonism between rich and 
poor farmers, had feeble results. Training in partisan 
units, together with the large number of arms left 
from war-time operations, encouraged opposition. 
Peasants fled to the woods and formed bands. In re
prisal, disciplinary expeditions surrounded villages 
and killed those who had remained at home. This 
merely increased the opposition; for whole villages, 
including women and children, often preferred to 
j oin the partisans rather than expose themselves to 
the danger of being taken hostage. 

The hostile attitude of these people forced those 
in power to resort to radical measures. Big man-hunts 
vvere instituted. Thousands of cattle-cars loaded with 
people moved toward uninhabited areas of Euro
Asia. The years in which Western Europe began to 
enjoy a precarious peace were far from peaceful for 
the Baltic countries. Villages whose inhabitants were 
dead, deported, or in hiding stood plundered and 
empty. The wind whistled through the apertures of 
broken windows and smashed doors. "Hiders come 
and go, but nations remain," the Generalissimo de
clared in the moment when victory over Germany 
was certain. As far as smaller national groups are con
cerned, this statement should be amended to read: 
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"Nations come and go, but the countries remain." 
In the words of an official of the Center, spoken in 
1946: "There will be a Lithuania; but there will be 
no Lithuanians." 

I do not know how many thousands of men and 
women these states lost before their economies were 
"reconstructed," i.e. before 1950. Perhaps no one 
knows the exact statistics. The number of foreign 
settlers ordered to the places left by the departed 
natives might serve as an index. Moreover, the proc
ess is not yet finished. Collective farmers have been 
imported into the rural areas ; administrative cadres 
and their families, into the cities. In the streets one 
hears Russian spoken more frequently than Estonian, 
Latvian, or Lithuanian. The great majority of the 
Party leaders and higher government officials have 
Russian names. 

The aim of all these moves is to inter-mix the 
population of the Union. Only by dissolving in
dividual nationalities in the "Russian sea" can one 
attain the goal of a single culture and a single univer
sal language. The territory that once linked the Bal
tic states with Germany has been settled by Russians. 
The city of Koenigsberg, within whose walls Kant 
was born and spent his entire life, has been renamed 
Kaliningrad and there is  no longer any trace of the 
mild, orderly world the philosopher knew. On the 
islands lying off the coast of what was once Estonia, 
no Estonian fishermen push their boats toward the 
sea. The pot in which the Baltic peoples are being 
boiled down has its lid tightly clamped on. Obviously 
schools and universities, as well as books, all use 
native tongues. After all, the aim is not to destroy in
dividual nationalities ; the aim is to destroy the class 
enemy. When the young people learn in Lithuanian, 
Latvian, or Estonian how to be true patriots of the 
Union, and how to appreciate all that emanates from 
the Center, then the Russian language will triumph 
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over all competition. At that point, a new level of 
understanding will be attained.* 

What cause is there for anger? The little world 
that was the Baltic states is known to us from Breu
ghel's country scenes : hands clutching jugs, cheeks 
red with laughter, heavy, bear-like kindness. There 
lived peasant virtues : industry, thrift, diligence; and 
peasant sins : greed, stinginess, constant worry about 
the future. The proletariat scarcely existed;  industry 
was poorly developed; the agrarian reform had di
vided the large estates among the peasants. But why 
should this continue? Kulaks were an unforgivable 
anachronism. They had to be wiped out, and the 
standard of living had to be lowered to match that 
of the rest of the Union. As for the drastic methods 
employed-after all, in the end everyone must die. 
Let us assume that a large percentage of the popula
tion was killed off by a plague, instead of by dis
ciplinary expeditions. From the moment we ac
knowledge historical necessity to be something in the 
nature of a plague, we shall stop shedding tears over 
the fate of its victims. A plague or an earthquake 

• "I approached Stalin's portrait, took it off the wall, 
placed it on the table and, resting my head on my hands, I 
gazed and meditated. vVhat should I do? The Leader's face, 
as always so serene, his eyes so clear-sighted, they penetrate 
into the distance. It seems that his penetrating look pierces my 
little room and goes out to embrace the entire globe. I do 
not know how I would appear to anyone looking at me at 
this moment. But with my every fibre, every nerve, every drop 
of blood I feel that, at this moment, nothing exists in this 
entire world but this dear and beloved face. What should I 
do? 

"The Soviet government handles the enemies of the peo
ple with a firm hand . . . . 

"These are thy words, comrade Stalin. I believe them 
sacredly. Now I know how to act." 
From Pergale (Victory ) magazine, organ of the Soviet Writers 
of the Lithuanian SSR, No. 4, April 1950, p. 52 ,  cf. The 
Lithuanian Bulletin, New York, Nos. 7-12, July-December, 
1950. 
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do not usually provoke indignation. One admits they 
are catastrophes, folds the morning paper, and con
tinues eating breakfast. One can revolt only against 
someone. Here, there is no one. The people who 
have brought the plague are convinced they are 
merely fulfilling their historical duty. 

Yet the letter I one day held in my hand was 
painful. It came from a family deported to Siberia 
from one of the Baltic states in March 1 949, and was 
addressed to relatives in Poland. The family consisted 
of a mother and two daughters. Their letter was a 
terse account of their work on a kolkhoz. The last 
letters of every line were slightly stressed, and read
ing vertically one made out the words "Eternal 
Slave." If such a letter happened to fall into my 
hands, then how many other, similarly disguised ex
pressions of despair must have found their way to 
people who could not make any use of them. And, 
calculating the possibilities , how many such letters 
remained unwritten ;  how many of those who might 
have written them died of hunger and overwork, re
peating those hopeless words, "Eternal Slave" ? 

Perhaps at this very moment the mother and two 
daughters, if they are still alive, are carrying water 
in buckets from a well. Perhaps the mother is worry
ing about the insufficient bread ration which is their 
only salary. And perhaps, too, she is worrying about 
the future of her daughters. A citizen of New York 
transplanted to a native village in the Congo would 
feel more or less as does an inhabitant of the Baltic 
countries transported beyond the Ural mountains
such are the differences in standards of cleanliness, 
hygiene, and the most external evidences of civiliza
tion. The mother will die ; the daughters will have to 
remain there for the rest of their lives, for one never 
returns from such exile. They will have to marry. 
But they will keep locked within themselves some
thing which is incomprehensible to their environ-
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ment, something they will never be able to transmit 
to their Russian-speaking children. 

Possibly neither the mother nor the daughters 
were possessed of any particularly fine qualities. The 
mother went to church on Sundays with a thick 
prayer book, but at home she was a stingy shrew. 
The daughters had nothing on their minds but frip
pery and the Saturday dances on the grass that were 
so loved in their native province. They read no seri
ous books; the names of Plato and Hegel, Marx and 
Darwin meant nothing to them. These three women 
were deported because they were kulaks ; their farm 
had nearly thirty hectares of land. The benefit man
kind got out of their quiet life in the country was, 
aside from a certain number of kilograms of butter 
and cheese, very little. 

The question arises as to whether or not one is 
allowed to destroy three such creatures in the name 
of higher ends. The Stalinist wil l  answer that it is 
allowed;  Christians and pseudo-Christians will answer 
that it is not. Neither the former nor the latter are 
entirely consistent. Ninety per cent of the arguments 
used by Stalinists in their propaganda are based on 
man's injury to man. The appeal to moral indignation 
is always present in their slogans. Christians, on the 
other hand, maintain that it is wrong to harm others 
because every man has inherent value; but having 
voiced such a noble opinion, many of them would 
not move a finger to help another person. It is not 
merely the fate of the Baltic states that leaves them 
indifferent. They are equally unconcerned about 
forms of destruction other than slaughter and com
pulsory deportation. For example, they regard the 
spiritual death of people condemned to work hard 
all day and to swallow the poison of films and tele
vision at night as completely normal. 

Pablo Neruda, the great poet of Latin America, 
comes from Chile. I translated a number of his poems 
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into Polish. Pablo Neruda has been a Communist for 
some ten years. When he describes the misery of his 
people, I believe him and I respect his great heart. 
When writing, he thinks about his brothers and not 
about himself, and so to him the power of the word is 
given. But when he paints the j oyous, radiant life of 
people in the Soviet Union, I stop believing him. I 
am inclined to believe him as long as he speaks about 
what he knows; I stop believing him when he starts 
to speak about what I know myself. 

There is a great difference, indeed, between the 
believers of the East and those of the West. The 
Western Communist needs a vision of a golden age 
which is already being realized on earth. The 
Stalinist of the East does everything in his power to 
instill this vision in the minds of others, but he never 
forgets that it is merely a useful lie. His reasoning 
is correct. Every revolution has known a period of 
terror directed against the enemies of the new order. 
No one today weeps for the French aristocrats whose 
heads fell on the guillotine. Yet former revolutions 
are insignificant events compared with the revolu
tion going on in our day. They aimed at the over
throw of a small class which stood in the way of ar
tificially restrained, creative forces. The revolution 
of today cannot content itself with a moment of ter
ror, necessary to the consolidation of the new power; 
the class struggle must continue until the economic 
bases for opposition have been destroyed. The class 
enemy consists of the millions of small producers, that 
is, of the peasants and artisans, as well as small busi
nessmen. Their steady resistance, and the obstinacy 
with which they seize every opportunity to revive 
the old economic order, demand decisive punitive 
measures. 

It must be added that the Revolution triumphed 
in a backward country; and ever since 1 9 1 7  re
gression, in the form of internal decomposition or 
external intervention, has been a constant threat. It 
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is, therefore, understandable that the moment of ter
ror, proper to former revolutions, has been prolonged 
over decades in the greatest revolution the world has 
ever seen. And wherever terror and misery reign, 
no one can be happy. The golden age, therefore, be
longs to the future. The Center has proclaimed that 
it has already reached the stage of socia lism and is 
now headed toward the realization of communism. 
The present moment is dark but, seen from a 
distance, for example from the year 295 3 ,  it will ap
pear as short as the Reign of Terror in the French 
Revolution seems to us today; and the number of 
victims ( two or three hundred million, more or less ) 
will seem scarcely more important than a few thou
sand beheaded French aristocrats. 

Let us imagine a meeting between two fervent 
disciples of the Center-! base my account on per
sonal observation of many such encounters. One is 
from the East. He has served perhaps three years be
hind the walls of prisons or slave labor camps the1·e. 
He was not broken; he did not lose his faith. 
Wherever trees are being chopped down, splinters 
must fall. The fact that he, and manv of his fellow
inmates were innocent, proves nothing: it is better 
to condemn twenty innocent people than to release 
a single evil-doer. To endure this trial successfully 
is a source of moral strength for him, and of esteem 
from his comrades in the Party. Having learned the 
workings of the machinery behind the scene, he 
knows the Country of Socialism to be a vale of tears 
and of gnashing of teeth. Nevertheless, the belief 
in historical necessity and the vision of the fruits of 
tomorrow persuade him that the harsh reality of the 
present-even extended over many years-is unim
portant. 

The other is a Communist from the West. His 
attention is directed above all toward the injustices 
of the system in which he lives. He is fil led with a 

noble indignation against what is going on here and 
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with a longing for what is going on there, in the land 
from which his companion has come. His companion 
looks at him benevolently, and his words fulfill all 
expectation. There may at times be a gleam of humor 
in his eyes; but that is only human, a mere weakness. 
His humor is lightly spiced with envy; the moral 
indignation and enthusiasm of the other are for him 
unattainable luxuries in the sphere of moral comfort. 
If the other knew, if he had undergone the same 
trials, what would his faith be like? Experience has 
proved that those from the West cannot hold up 
nervously under the strain of a protracted stay in 
the Center. The dose is too strong for them. They 
may be extremely useful as missionaries among the 
pagans, or when their countries are invaded by the 
"liberating" army. When it is too late, when they no 
longer have a choice, their inner doubts will do no 
harm. 

I have spoken of Neruda. The problem of the 
Baltics is much more important for every contem
porary poet than are questions of style, metrics, and 
metaphor. Today the only poetry worthy of the name 
is eschatological, that is, poetry which rej ects the 
present inhuman world in the name of a great 
change. The reader of today is in search of hope, and 
he does not care for poetry that accepts the order of 
things as permanent. If someone is loaded with that 
little-known internal energy which bears the name 
of poetry, he will not be able to escape this universal 
expectation and he will search-falling, rising, again 
falling and searching again-for he knows that such 
is his duty. Revolutionary poetry is often artistically 
better than the poetry of cameral artists, for subj ect 
matter that is close to the longings of mankind eman
cipates the written word from the shackles of passing 
literary fads. 

But revolutionary poetry becomes weak when it 
begins to extol the longed-for future as already re
alized, or in the process of realization, in a given part 
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of the earth. To approve convincingly is difficult not 
because "positive" values are incompatible with the 
nature of literature, but because approbation, in or
der to be effective, must be based on truth. The split 
between words and reality takes its revenge, even 
though the author be of good faith. Sentimentality, 
that is, an exploitation of feelings for their own sake, 
and not for the sake of what occasions them, cannot 
lead to good writing. Reality puts literature to the 
test sooner or later. The ingenious methods by which 
Stalinists isolate themselves from reality are amazing. 
I know a poet who found himself in a city occupied 
by the Red Army after the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
pact. He was terrified by the mass arrests in which 
every day some friend or acquaintance disappeared. 
In panic, he sat down to work, and from his pen 
flowed gentle poems about the blessings of peace and 
the beauties of socialist society. I remember a verse 
in which he praised the "happy, prosperous collec
tive farms" of the Soviet Ukraine. A few months 
later, when the German army began its invasion, 
these "happy, prosperous" collective farmers greeted 
the Nazis as liberators, and only the thoughtless cru
elties of the conquerors convinced them they had 
made a mistake. This is no argument against the sys
tem-a few decades is too short a formative period. 
It is, however, an argument against the poet's verse. 

The double ethical standard applied to what hap
pens within the Imperium and without its borders 
makes honest art impossible. Dialectical reasoning 
may be well balanced, but art is not born of dialecti
cal reasoning. Art is rooted in much deeper, primitive 
strata laid down in the individual by past genera
tions. This fact may not be entirely convenient to 
the new rulers, to the philosophers who would like 
to see a purely dialectical literature, nourished by an 
understanding of historical processes. Yet what they 
prize as literature is nothing but its counterfeit. Re
pressed feelings poison every work, giving it a tinsel 



228 

varnish which warns everybody: this is a synthetic 
product. Then, the most beautiful words are as dead 
as artificial wreaths. 

Let us suppose we admit that terror is quite a 
useful measure and that the Baltic peoples must be 
destroyed, to a proper degree, as an anti-revolution
ary group. Immediately, a difficulty arises : can one 
pose an equation sign between terror that is momen
tary and improvised on the one hand and, on the 
other, organized terror that extends over a long pe
riod? Who can tell whether someone given the 
perspective of a thousand years will regard the guil
lotine as identical with the murder or deportation of 
whole nations over months, years, decades? One 
month of terror and ten years of it are not the same. 
The element of time necessarily alters the quality of 
acts. A long period of terror demands an established 
apparatus and becomes a . permanent institution. 
Deportees may try to escape. Their relatives can 
scarcely approve of their disappearance, and it is 
indicated that they be put on the next list. The fam
ilies of these relatives are an uncertain element which 
can be kept in line only under threat. Only fear can 
inspire diligence in dissatisfied peasants tied to col
lectives. 

Fear is well known as a cement of societies. In 
a liberal-capitalist economy fear of lack of money, 
fear of losing one's j ob, fear of slipping down one 
rung on the social ladder all spurred the individual 
to greater effort. But what exists in the Imperium is 
naked fear. In a capitalist city with a population of 
one hundred thousand people, some ten thousand, let 
us say, may have been haunted by fear of unemploy
ment. Such fear appeared to them to be a personal 
situation, tragic in view of the indifference and cal
lousness of their environment. But if all one hundred 
thousand people live in daily fear, they give off a 
collective aura that hangs over the city like a heavy 
cloud. Gold alienates man from himself; naked fear, 
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which has replaced capital, alienates him even more 
efficiently. 

To transcend this fear new means must be de
vised :  one must breed a new man, one for whom 
work will be a j oy and a pride, instead of the curse 
of Adam. A gigantic literature is directed toward 
this end. Books, films, and radio all have as their 
themes this transformation, and the instilling of 
hatred against the enemy who would want to pre
vent it. To the extent that man, terrified as he is, 
learns to fulfill his obligations to society of his own 
will and with joy, the dosage of fear is to be reduced. 
And eventually, a free man will be born. 

Whether he can be born while such methods 
are applied is a question of faith. If everything in the 
world is ruled by rational laws, if freedom is nothing 
but the understanding of that universal rational ne
cessity, if man can achieve that full consciousness to 
which what is necessary and what should be willed 
are one and the same thing, then a new, free society 
is possible in the future. In this sense, the Communist 
who spent three years in a slave labor camp was free, 
for he recognized his sentence and that of his fellow
prisoners to be rational and necessary. In this same 
sense, the writers of the people's democracies are 
right when they say that a free man has already been 
born, and that he is the man of the Soviet Union. 
But if god-like consciousness (what could choice 
mean to a god who sees all clearly? ) is not accessible 
to man, then a certain number of people will always 
make what the ruling philosophers consider to be the 
wrong choice. That being so, to ease the tension of 
fear would mean to allow the possibility of revolt. 
Naked fear is unlikely ever to be inclined to abdi
cate. A young man in Moscow, born and raised in 
the new system, is on the wrong path when he makes 
his choice and ( as, unfortunately, happens more and 
more often) reads Dostoevski, who posed this prob
lem in most pessimistic terms. 
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At the moment we are concerned with the Bal
tics. They are not being handled with thoughtless 
cruelty; their lot is exactly the same as that of many 
nations living within the borders of the Union. There 
is no reason for their being treated differently. If 
their case is so striking, it is only because they were 
incorporated so suddenly, were so totally unpre
pared for their new circumstances. Moreover, they 
stood on a definitely higher level of civilization than 
other Soviet citizens. Not being Slavs, they have dif
ficulty in learning Russian. Their case confronts us 
with the thorny question of nationalities. 

When victory is won and socialism is realized 
on the entire face of the planet, nations will-runs 
the prediction-gradually cease to exist; a single uni
versal language will appear which, according to the 
Generalissimo, will be neither Russian, nor German, 
nor English but a synthesis of many tongues. One can 
assume that before that happens a considerable por
tion of the world will learn Russian, which later will 
form the basis of the new universal language. (It is 
asserted that French is the language of feudalism; 
English, the language of capitalism; and Russian, the 
language of socialism. ) The existence of nations can
not be justified rationally; at the present stage, how
ever, one must deal with it as a fact. The encourage
ment of national cultures is indicated to the degree 
that it prepares the transition to the next phase. 
Whatever brings a given nation closer culturally to 
the Russians deserves protection; anything that for
tifies the system also merits care. In the realm of sci
ence, one can even stimulate competition between 
nations, so long as Russian superiority is acknowl
edged. (In one people's democracy, a group of 
scholars were delicately persuaded not to publish the 
results of their scientific research because they were a 

little too good and so might seem to contest, inde
cently, Russian superiority in the same field. ) One 
must always keep in mind the eventual goal, which is 
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the melting down of all nations into a single mass. 
To this end, nationalism must be exterminated. Na
tionalism rests on the conviction that national culture 
is the expression of "national content in national 
form";  whereas, everybody knows that the content of 
national cultures has had until now a class character. 

The opposite of nationalism is the formula of a 
"culture that is national in form, and socialist in 
content." And since the Russian nation made the 
Revolution and established the patterns of socialist 
culture, drawing them from its own past, nationalism 
can be defined simply as anti-Russianism. If they 
suffer from that horrible disease, small national 
groups ( like the Crimean Tatars, for example ) can 
be liquidated in their entirety. Larger anti-Russian 
national groups must be dealt with gradually. Pride 
can be taken in the outstanding success in the 
Ukraine. More and more young Ukrainian writers 
move to Moscow and write in Russian. The poets 
and critics who dreamt of a separate Ukrainian litera
ture have left this world;  departed, also, are the actors 
whose pride in their national theater made them go 
a bit too far in competing with the Russians. So the 
self-congratulatory reasoning goes. One can be fairly 
satisfied with affairs in the Baltic states. As for the 
people's democracies, the pattern imposed there, mod
ified in the light of past experience, is proving the 
wisdom of long-range planning. 

The task is difficult because individual nations 
are burdened with their own past; for instance, the 
Baltic peoples tend to regard the culture of their 
kulaks as their own. They compare it with the cul
ture of Russia. As if comparison were possible !  Rus
sia is a great nation ; the Revolution was born in its 
womb. Only an impious fool could compare its past, 
pregnant with what was to be the greatest upheaval 
in history, with the past of the small nations it has 
liberated .  Russia is the savior of the world. 

No atrocities are being committed. One mur-
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ders only those who must be murdered, tortures only 
those who must be made to confess, deports only 
those who must be deported. If deportees die off 
quickly, that is the fault of the climate, hard work, 
or insufficient rations, and nothing can be done 
about those inconveniences at the present stage. One 
cannot expect a country charged with so great a mis
sion to take care of its prisoners as well as England 
cares for its soldiers. Perhaps if they were treated bet
ter these prisoners would die less quickly, but then 
their labor would cease to be cheap. In any case, be
fore food can reach prisoners in camps, often situated 
five days' travel by boat from the nearest town, camp 
administrators will steal most of it. Everything will 
change when the standard of living improves. Then, 
the prisoners, too, will be better off. 

The promoters of this kind of argument demon
strate by it their admirable far-sightedness. The na
tions of Central and Eastern Europe were nation
alistic to the point of madness. They were ready to 
massacre each other over a scrap of land. Today 
they see how senseless this was, though probably that 
would not prevent them from leaping at each other's 
throat if the Center's control were lifted. Under the 
rule of the Center they "agree" to mutual compro
mises. The Poles relinquished their eastern territories; 
the East Germans accepted the Oder-Neisse line; the 
Czechs and Hungarians have renounced all claims 
to the Carpathian Ukraine. Expulsions put an end 
to minority issues. All the republics follow the same 
economic and cultural pattern worked out by the 
Center. The one factor that now separates the in
dividual republics is that of language. The great plan 
is working. 

The only trouble is the patient. He shrieks and 
struggles to get away. In Madame Bovary , Flauben 
describes an operation on a club-foot performed by 
Doctor Bovary. This provincial doctor, together with 
his friend, the pharmacist Homais, decided to cure a 
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servant in the village inn who was lame. After a great 
deal of difficulty, they persuaded him to surrender 
himself to their endeavors. Doctor Bovary, with the 
aid of medical handbooks, devised a wooden box 
weighing eight pounds, equipped inside with iron 
hooks, screws, and leather slings. The operation was 
a marvelous success, and the leg was strapped into the 
box. "Honor! Threefold honor ! " cried the town pa
per. "Was it not said that the blind would see and 
the halt would walk ! But what fanaticism once prom
ised to the elect, modern science can accomplish for 
all men ! "  But alas, five days later something started to 
go wrong with the patient. He shrieked with pain. 
When the box was opened, the leg proved to be swol
len and covered with sores. The two friends decided 
that the leg had not been strapped in well. So they 
tightened the screws. Yet the patient went from bad 
to worse. A doctor called in from a neighboring vi l
lage diagnosed gangrene and amputated the leg. Ob
viously, Flaubert got a lot of malicious pleasure out 
of deriding Monsieur Homais's worship of progress. 
This does not mean that the same operation per
formed by good doctors would fail. Yet the doubt is 
always there : is the doctor we are dealing with really 
a good one? 

"To tell the truth, all this is boring," an official of 
one of the people's democracies said to me. "I have 
already seen it happen in Russia. The stages are meas
ured out in advance, and they succeed each other 
with mathematical precision. The only interest lies 
in watching the reactions of the human material." 

Human material seems to have one maj or de
fect : it does not like to be considered merely as hu
man material. It finds it hard to endure the feeling 
that it must resign itself to passive acceptance of 
changes introduced from above. 

The parliamentary system may in many instances 
be a fiction designed to secure power to ever the 
same social groups. Still the possibility of casting a 
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protest vote has a certain tonic value. Taking part in 
a manifestation against some minister of state, a strike, 
the reading of the opposition press, all furnish mo
ments of emotional release which are probably good 
for the health of mankind. National pride may be 
an absurd feeling, yet a rooster's pride as he struts 
about in his own yard amid the hens is biologically 
useful. 

The Center is, of course, not unaware of man's 
psychological needs ; hence the parades, banners, 
posters, portraits, election-time propaganda, and dem
onstrations of hatred against the enemies of the state. 
National pride is flattered by the display of na
tional flags as well as by daily announcements of 
the latest economic achievements, of the buildings, 
highways, and railroads constructed and the produc
tion quotas fulfilled. In general these means seem ef
fective ; yet the lack of some intangible element leads 
the human material to a feeling of fiction. Nothing 
is spontaneous. Within the limits of his profession a 
man can acquire some reason for pride. Beyond these 
limits, everything is predetermined. Overnight a 

single decree from on high can remove an entire 
government, change the borders of a country or or
der people to hate those who were called friends yes
terday. Official safety valves are probably insufficient 
channels for feelings of national pride if most Esto
nians, Lithuanians, Latvians, Poles, Czechs, Hungar
ians, or Rumanians would willingly cut the throat of 
any available Russian were they not restrained by 
fear. Even Party cadres, one suspects, would not re
nounce such a pleasant prospect. One can only com
plain of the backwardness of these nations and hope 
that socialist upbringing will enlighten them. But it 
would be a mistake to deny these unpleasant tacts 
and even worse ones, namely, that such hatred exists 
even in nations which have undergone a longer pe
riod of careful education. 
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The incorporation of the Baltic states into the 
Soviet Union may seem an unimportant incident to 
a Mexican or a Chilean, but not to the millions of 
people living in the people's democracies. For years 
they have been pondering over this rather extraordi
nary act on the part of a great power, an act anal
ogous only to some of the misdeeds of colonial 
politics. If the Great Union as a "federation" is ca
pable of assimilating an unlimited number of "repub
lics," then other countries will one day be swallowed 
up in their tum. If what happened in the Baltics is 
a prefiguration of what will happen to them they can 
look forward to mass deportations and the settlement 
of colonists from the Euro-Asian continent in their 
towns and villages. The people of countries that 
Party propaganda likes to call independent think of 
that future moment as the Judgment Day. The lot 
of the Baltics has become a serious psychological 
factor. In keeping the daily ledger of his words and 
deeds, every citizen evaluates them not only in terms 
of their present worth but in terms of that future day 
of reckoning. 

The friend who warned me against incurring 
the wrath of Zeus is a philosopher. He lives amid his 
books knowing that no matter hO\v much the human 
material may tremble, there will be no lack of beau
tiful editions of Lucretius printed in Moscow. As the 
new society expands, more and more classics will be 
re-edited .  A wise man, scorning the poor literature 
of today, will always find much delectation in the 
history of philosophy, in the ancient authors, and in 
the complicated but exciting studies of dialectical 
materialism. Truly, a philosopher cannot be happier 
than when he is living in a country ruled by men 
compared with whom the kings and prime ministers 
of by-gone eras were no more than improvisers. His 
days are devoted to intellectual effort. And when he 
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meets with his fellow-philosophers he knows that 
they too are drawing wisdom from the well of dia
lectics. 

The meetings of such people have nothing in 
common with the sterile and irresponsible divaga
tions of the intelligentsia ; they are the meetings of 
scientists engaged in erecting a social structure. My 
friend does not believe in "philosophizing." He be
lieves that man is a social animal whose thought is 
the reflection of the movement of matter. Seekers 
after truth are no more than puppets trying to deny 
that their ideas are merely the reflection of historical 
processes. They are reactionaries serving the enemy 
of the proletariat; for it is the proletariat which, out 
of inescapable necessity, formulated the one true 
method of dialectical materialism. The Soviet Union 
will triumph as surely as trees will bud in the spring. 
The man who understands necessity is happy and 
free, for all freedom other than that based on an 
understanding of necessity is an illusion. My friend 
believes that those who suffer in the new society 
have only themselves to blame. Those who are de
ported or arrested are fools unworthy of our pity. 
They are so encumbered with the past that they are 
incapable of understanding the laws of progress. If 
they did understand, no evil would befall them and 
their lives would be active and serene. 

My friend liked me because of my hatred of a 

dull and befogged mentality incapable of seizing a 
sharp impression of phenomena in full motion. He 
guessed rightly that I had always longed to see man 
bright, hard, and pure. Looking at man as he is, I 
turned my eyes away from him in shame, and I 
turned my eyes away from myself because I was like 
him. All my poetry had been a rejection, a derision 
of myself and others because men delight in what is 
unworthy of delight, love what is unworthy of love, 
suffer over what is unworthy of suffering. Did I not 
belong, on this score alone, to those creators of the 
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new world who have a vision of a new man endowed 
with superhuman purity? Certainly I was a "good 
pagan," for my fury was the fury of the Bolsheviks. 
Everywhere outside the countries of the new man 
I would be bound to feel homeless. 

I really had certain assets that could have assured 
my future happiness. In a Warsaw, rebuilding its 
ruins, I would have been working in harmony with 
the laws of history. I would have translated Shake
speare-what j oy it is to breach a language barrier 
and find sentences as concise as the original. I would 
have undertaken Marxist studies on sixteenth
century England. Maybe I would have become a 

university professor. From time to time I would have 
published a poem stating my loyalty to the Revolu
tion and its founders. Moving in the circles of the 
philosophers and occupying myself with dialectics, 
I would have treated the efforts of writers, painters, 
and musicians very lightly, knowing their art is, and 
must be, bad. I would have listened to Bach, and 
read Swift or Flaubert. 

Yet I deceived my friend. What led me to do 
this I myself find it hard to define. If I could express 
it I would be a wise man, a teacher of philosophers. 
I believe that my motives lie deep in my past, in an 
incident I shall recount. 

In my wanderings at the beginning of the Sec
ond World War, I happened to find myself, for a 

very short while, in the Soviet Union. I was waiting 
for a train at a station in one of the large cities of the 
Ukraine. It was a gigantic station. Its walls were hung 
with portraits and banners of inexpressible ugliness. 
A dense crowd dressed in sheepskin coats, uniforms, 
fur caps, and woolen kerchiefs filled every available 
space and tracked thick mud over the tiled floor. The 
marble stairs were covered with sleeping beggars, 
their bare legs sticking out of their tatters despite the 
fact that it was freezing. Over them loudspeakers 
shouted propaganda slogans. As I was passing 
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through the station I suddenly stopped and looked. 
A peasant family-husband and wife and two chil
dren-had settled down by the wall. They were sit
ting on baskets and bundles. The wife was feeding 
the younger child ; the husband, who had a dark, 
wrinkled face and a black, drooping mustache was 
pouring tea out of a kettle into a cup for the older 
boy. They were whispering to each other in Polish. 
I gazed at them until I felt moved to the point of 
tears. What had stopped my steps so suddenly and 
touched me so profoundly was their difference. This 
was a human group, an island in a crowd that lacked 
something proper to humble, ordinary human life. 
The gesture of a hand pouring tea, the careful, deli
cate handing of the cup to the child, the worried 
words I guessed from the movement of their lips, 
their isolation, their privacy in the midst of the 
crowd-that is what moved me. For a moment, then, 
I understood something that quickly slipped from 
my grasp. 

Polish peasants were certainly far from the sum
mits of civilization. It is possible that the family I 
saw was ill iterate. My friend would have called them 
graceless, smelly imbeciles who had to be taught to 
think. Still , precious seeds of humanity were pre
served in them, or in the Baltic people, or in the 
Czechs because they had not yet been subj ected to 
the scientific treatment of Monsieur Homais. It may 
well be that the fondness with which Baltic women 
tended their little gardens, the superstition of Polish 
women gathering herbs to make charms, the custom 
of setting an empty plate for a traveler on Christmas 
Eve betoken inherent good that can be developed. 
In the circles in which my friend lives, to call man a 

mystery is to insult him. They have set out to carve 
a new man much as a sculptor carves his statue out of 
a block of stone, by chipping away what is un
wanted. I think they are wrong, that their knowledge 
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in all its perfection is insufficient, and their power 
over life and death is usurped. 

Being on the side of that stammering and mum
bling with which human beings try to express them
selves in their lonely helplessness, could I have 
walked on the thick carpet of my apartment, in a 

neighborhood reserved for privileged people, and 
savored Shakespeare? Instead of the hand through 
which warm blood flows from the heart to the fingers 
holding my pen, they would have given me an ex
cellent artificial hand-the dialectic. Knowing there 
is a light in man, I could never have dared seek it; 
for light is not, I believe, the same as political con
sciousness, and it can exist in fools, monks, boys who 
dislike social duties, and kulaks. Knowing there is 
crime in man, I could never have pointed it out; for 
I would have had to believe, as does my friend, that 
crime is a product of history and not of human be
ings. There are past crimes : hundreds of thousands 
of Poles deported in the year 1 940-41 ,  those who 
were shot, or those who were drowned in the Arctic 
Ocean. But one must learn to forgive. I am con
cerned with the crimes that are being, and will con
tinue to be, committed. Crimes in the name of the 
new and radiant man ; crimes committed to the sound 
of orchestras and choruses, to the blare of loud
speakers and the recitation of optimistic poems. 

Now I am homeless-a just punishment. But 
perhaps I was born so that the "Eternal Slaves" might 
speak through my lips. Why should I spare myself? 
Should I renounce what is probably the sole duty of 
a poet only in order to make sure that my verse 
would be printed in an anthology edited by the State 
Publishing House? lVly friend accepts naked terror, 
whatever name he may choose to give it. We have 
parted ways. Whether the side on which I now find 
myself is the future victor or the future victim is 
not the issue here. But I know that if my friend 



240 

tastes the sweet fruits of victory, this planet will be 
improved according to plan for centuries-but woe 
to him who lives to see this happen. All over the 
world people are now sleeping in their beds, or per
haps they are engaging in some idiotic pastime ;  and 
one might easily believe that each in his own way is 
doing his best to deserve destruction. But that de
struction will bring no freedom. Should the power 
my friend worships turn out not to be historical ne
cessity, the earth will enter a period of terrible wars 
and bloody revolutions. But the quest will never 
end, and hope will always remain. 

Let Pablo Neruda fight for his people. He is 
wrong, however, when he believes that all the pro
testing voices of Central and Eastern Europe are the 
voices of stubborn nationalisms or the yelps of 
wronged reaction. Eyes that have seen should not be 
shut; hands that have touched should not forget 
when they take up a pen. Let him allow a few writers 
from Central and Eastern Europe to discuss problems 
other than those that haunt him. 

When, as my friend suggested, I stand before 
Zeus (whether I die naturally, or under sentence of 
History) � will repeat all this that I have written as 
my defense. Many people spend their entire lives col
lecting stamps or old coins, or growing tulips. I am 
sure that Zeus will be merciful toward people who 
have given themselves entirely to these hobbies, even 
though they are only amusing and pointless diver
sions. I shall say to him : "It is not my fault that you 
made me a poet, and that you gave me the gift of 
seeing simultaneously what was happening in Omaha 
and Prague, in the Baltic states and on the shores of 
the Arctic Ocean. I felt that if I did not use that gift 
my poetry would be tasteless to me and fame de
testable. Forgive me." And perhaps Zeus, who does 
not call stamp-collectors and tulip-growers silly, will 
forgive. 
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