








4040



41

On the basis of scholarship on the role of intellectuals in 
society, one can distinguish three classic approaches to 
what this role should be. The first approach, proposed 
by the French writer, Julien Benda, suggested that intel-
lectuals need to keep a distance to social and political 
affairs. In his interpretation, intellectuals should serve 
eternal values, and not society, so they do their work at 
a remove from social challenges, in an ivory tower. For 
Benda, social involvement is a betrayal of the original 
mission of the intellectual.

 The second theory, elaborated by the Italian social 
theorist Antonio Gramsci, proposed precisely the op-
posite: full engagement of intellectuals in a social and 
political cause involving the support of a particular 
class. For Gramsci, the traditional intellectual must be 
replaced by what he called the organic intellectual, one 
who is ready to fight for the interests of his/her own 
social class.

 Finally, the third theory, elaborated by the Hungar-
ian-born sociologist Karl Mannheim, claimed that only 
“free-floating” intellectuals, i.e., those who are not at-
tached to any of the social classes, are able to synthesize 
all impulses of society. Since all forms of knowledge are 
dependent on the social position of those who possess 
the knowledge, only “free-floating” intellectuals, those 
who are not tied to any particular social group, are able 
to represent a general, all-encompassing, independ-
ent, and objective view of society.

 Therefore, for Mannheim, intellectuals had to stay 
within society (and not in an ivory tower), but they 
should be independent from all social classes (and not 

be the spokesperson for any of them).
These classic theories on the role of the intellectual 

were originally formulated in the 1920s, as reactions 
to the challenge of the rise of increasingly aggressive 
political ideologies after World War I. But one can add 
at least two major and more recent theories to these 
three. First, the original theories were supplemented 
by New Class theories, which claimed that intellectuals 
have their own agenda in participating in social proc-
esses. The agenda involves coming to power as a “new 
class” of intellectuals, a class whose power is based on 
convertible, trans-contextual knowledge, competence 
in the language of persuasion, and the culture of criti-
cal discourse. Different forms of New Class theories, 
formulated by Milovan Djilas,  Alvin Gouldner, George 
Konrád & Iván Szelényi and others, arose as reactions 
to the rise of new communication technologies, bu-
reaucratic and technocratic rule, planning power, and 
consumerism in the post World War II era. Gouldner 
believed, for instance, that intellectuals could under-
mine the legitimacy of the system by using the culture 
of critical discourse effectively. As a result of this, a new 
knowledge class could take over and use key positions 
in society to represent the common interests of this 
new class.

And finally, different pluralist theories claimed 
that intellectuals in a capitalist democracy do not and 
cannot form a particular class in themselves. Instead, 
they end up losing their “free-floating” potential and 
become professionals, experts, i.e., not “universalistic 
intellectuals” but particularistic professionals who find 

their place within the order of the capitalist distribu-
tion of labor as a dominated stratum of the dominant 
class.

In East Central Europe, the decade between 1982 
and 1992 gives evidence of an unprecedented set of 
activities by those intellectuals who actively engaged 
in politics.

 In Hungary, for instance, different forms of oppo-
sition activities could be detected before the regime 
change (1982–88), during the “negotiated revolution” 
(1989), and right after the political change in the new 
democracy (1990–92). This is a laboratory for testing 
the validity of some theories of revolutionary intel-
lectuals. In this essay, I focus on the first epoch only, 
in order to study the role of dissident intellectuals. 
This was a time which we can retrospectively label the 
“preparation phase” for a revolution.

The Hungarian  
democratic  
opposition
Hungary’s democratic opposition arose from a fusion 
of intellectual groups of the generations of the 1956 re-
volution and of the 1968 economic reform.

 Both groups of dissidents existed in loose networks 
of friendly groups in the capital and in smaller towns in 
the country, and in spite of the existence of some kinds 
of group identities, at least after 1978, the actual ac-
tivities were bound to these informal communication 
channels. Despite the samizdat literature emerging in 
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the late 1970s, the primary form of dissident discourse 
remained basically the “talk”, the “chat”, and the “lec-
ture” about philosophy, history, politics, arts, and so 
on. In reconstruct the everyday life of the dissident 
intellectuals, one necessarily encounters one of the 
most characteristic features of these discourses: the 
verbal nature of the Hungarian dissidence. Moreover, 
the efforts of self-documentation of the democratic 
opposition generated deep resentment in others who 
took themselves to be excluded from the conspiracy of 
the democratic opposition.

The older economists concerned with Western-style 
economic reforms worked within the institutional limi-
tations of the Kádár-regime and its “national consent” 
under the “liberal spirit” of the 1960s, but the genera-
tion that started to come of age in the 1970s began to 
widen the borders of public speech during a period 
with a colder political climate. The later “reform econo-
mist” group within the political opposition of the 1980s,  
having lived in the lower levels of the scientific institu-
tions, built up a quasi-autonomous mode of life outside 
direct political control (in the protective shadow of the 
institutional labyrinths) with more access to informa-
tion than the “dissidents” ever had, but without any 
effective power, as in the 1970s.

Similarly, in popular culture, especially in pop mu-
sic, one can see successive stages (the “jazz” of the late 
1950s, the “beat” of the 1960s) of new groups that were 
“rebelling”, which were usually neutralized by socialist 
cultural policy, until the 1970s. The formative experi-
ence of the 1968 generation, the “beat” culture, proved 
actually to be a transient episode in the history of the 
cultural policy of state socialism, because the young 
rebels of the beat music in the 1960s were channeled 
into the financial and infrastructural frameworks of the 
traditional entertainment industry through publishing 
contracts and television shows. The great change took 
place in 1970, when radically “anomic” subcultures 
emerged like rock, punk, and the alternative music of 
the 1980s.

These changes went hand in hand with an extension 
of personal networks within the universities, especially 
the university colleges, and a quick retreat of the offi-
cial youth organizations into the capital city. The es-
sence of this change was a widening of the spaces and 
branches of social communication, and, in contrast to 
the more closed channels of the “political” dissent, the 
places and forms of these cultural discourses reached 
not some tens of people, but thousands of them. It was 
a typical form of dissent, being outside the spaces of 
the official discourses, and continuing the confronta-
tion with cultural policies and repressive mechanisms, 
often without direct political counter-discourse. A cul-
tural pattern of dissent existed in the 1980s, which was 
a resource for the political opposition.

The Hungarian context made possible a wider set 
of roles and behaviors to use when describing reality. 
In spite of the relatively small extent of the dissident 
subcultures (especially compared to Poland), there 
existed a dissident public sphere after the 1970s, and 
there were rather soft borders between the dissident 
“other” Hungary and the public sphere of the state  
socialism. The typical pattern of the dissident role was 
an oscillation between different public faces, as the 
practice of “double publishing” was more or less toler-

ated by the cultural policy of the Kádár regime. Due to 
the softness of the boundaries between these spheres, 
we can also observe many techniques for penetrat-
ing the officially accepted communication channels, 
certainly those existing in encoded forms. The practice 
of “double-speak”, the culture of allusions, irony, and 
a step-by-step widening of the fields of “speakable” 
things, is a characteristic feature of this “production of 
culture”.

The ironic use of socialist discourses was a way to 
turn the accepted categories inside out and demon-
strate the mechanistic and empty nature of these dis-
courses. During the state socialist period, the main way 
to speak about political problems was this indirect and 
encoded form of discourse. In the course of creating 
languages of its own, the final and very difficult ap-
proach was innovation.

In the 1980s, various democratic opposition groups 
increasingly sought an opportunity for dialogue with 
different circles of Hungarian intelligentsia by means 
of samizdat journals. Although it took a long time for 
their message to reach the general population, the 
message found immediate resonance with mainstream 
reform intellectuals. Four samizdat journals — Beszélö, 
Hírmondó, Demokrata, and Égtájak között — played an 
especially important role in this process. Radio Free 
Europe amplified and disseminated these ideas to the 
wider public. In the first part of this paper, I briefly de-
scribe these journals and their dissident contributors. 
Next, I turn to examining their strategic goals, their 
relationship to power and society, their declared poli-
cies on national and regional issues, and their views on 
religion, peace, environmental protection, and various 
cultural initiatives.

The most important samizdat journal, Beszélö, 
lasted from 1981 to 1989, as long as 27 issues. The edi-
torial team was made up of the leading figures of the 
democratic opposition. The journal combined theo-
retical, strategic, practical, and investigative articles 
and reports. In the introduction to the first issue, the 
informal editor-in-chief, János Kis, described the goals 
of the journal as being more ambitious than simply 
publishing an opposition news summary. “To the best 
of our ability”, he wrote, “we wish to assist the quietly  
clamoring masses in painting a better picture of 
themselves in a period when two tiny minorities — the 
country’s leadership and the opposition — are loudly 
arguing with each other.”

In the first couple of issues, the majority of the  
articles reflected this desire. They mostly disseminated 
information about different social groups and different 
areas of life. The function of these articles was to find 
out who would react (“unanimously, under a pseudo-
nym, or with their own names”), and what those re-
sponding had to say. The journal’s profile was shaped 
by the feedback it received and the political events that 
were underway in the first year of the journal’s exist-
ence. Indirectly, all of this shaped the identity of the 
editors and groups with close ties to Beszélö.

Kis’s introduction did not define a clear political 
program. It only aimed at sounding the alarm. Instead 
of offering a political program, Beszélö worked at dis-
seminating information so that “the quietly clamoring 
masses” would be able to understand and disseminate 
it further in the future. It was truly the effort of intel-

lectuals whose trust was in the power and influence of 
words on social processes, and who wanted rumors 
to be replaced by facts. In reality, Beszélö did nothing  
other than perform the traditional function of the 
press by disseminating reliable information without 
advancing any political program. The journal reported 
on those social groups who disobeyed the rules, thus 
bringing practical examples — not theoretical ones — of 
challenging the rules of a dictatorial regime. It showed 
the areas of life where society expressed opposition to 
the regime. The hope was that by publicly acknowledg-
ing these isolated attempts, Beszélö would help people 
who were active in one area learn about and get in con-
tact with other people working towards the same goal 
in other areas. In the long run, the editors believed, the 
feeling of isolation would be replaced by an increasing-
ly unified opposition that had increased potential and  
effectiveness.

After the regime change of 1989, János Kis, looking 
back to the samizdat years, described the purpose of 
the journal in a three-volume publication of the col-
lected issues of Beszélö in the following way:

 
Today, starting a newspaper is a financial 
enterprise. Beszélö was called into exist-
ence on moral grounds. We wanted to 
exercise our human rights to express and 
disseminate our ideas even though the con-
temporary laws called such rights into ques-
tion. […] It was liberating to speak up from 
behind the protective bastions of human 
rights even if morals were our only defense. 
We chose the name of the journal — Beszélö 
[the visiting area in prisons] — to reflect our 
situation: we were behind bars. We were 
the prisoners who in the visiting area could 
still freely speak to their loved ones. […] We 
were neither reformers nor revolutionaries. 
We were aware that in contemporary Hun-
gary ours is not a revolutionary grouping. 
Neither were we reformers in the sense in 
which “reformism” was understood at the 
time. The reformers of the 1980s accepted 
the rules promulgated from above and tried 
to push the power elite toward reforms. […] 
We believed that progress was no longer 
possible under the existing conditions 
where the allowance made by the power 
elite could be revoked at any time. Progress 
necessitated the birth of social autonomy 
protected by rights. We also believed that 
rights behavior could not be given from 
above but should be won from below by 
fighting for it. Only legally minded behavior 
can guarantee legal protection. This was the 
most important message of the democratic 
opposition besides the communication of 
the fact that no longer could the regime 
close the flood gates of opposition entirely 
as it did in the previous decades and stop 
public protest conscious of legal matters. In 
other words, there was a political motiva-
tion behind our taking up the provocative 
exercise of our rights.

Revolution is no tea party. But is it ever?
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This was indeed the key strategy of the democratic  
opposition. The Communist Party created a kind of 
state of hypocrisy by adopting a seemingly “democra-
tic” opposition in 1949, which also contained a power-
ful, widely and flexibly used sentence, stating that the 
leading force of the society was the Communist Party. 
In the light of this statement every other “democratic” 
point of the constitution was subject to the free inter-
pretation by Party officials. Thus the whole text of the 
constitution was fully relativized. This incredible gap 
between constitutional norms and the reality of the 
communist power monopoly offered a strategy for the  
democratic opposition — “the provocative exercise” of 
human rights — which found justification in the formal 
text of the constitution.

We reckoned with retaliation by the police 
in the form of house searches, confisca-
tions, and arrests. But we also counted on 
the effect of our persevering. It could help 
others expand the permitted boundaries of 
disobedience. In the first half of the 1980s 
the public did not believe that there was a 
third way between politically empty revo-
lutionary rhetoric and joining in reforms 
directed from above. Beszélö called atten-
tion both to the existence of this third alter-
native and to the heavy price the country 
would pay if this chance were missed. In 
the face of the popular view, we advanced 
the idea that the military putsch in War-
saw on December 13, 1981 was not the end 
of a revolutionary period in the region as 
November 4, 1956 and August 21, 1968 had 
been. Rather, we believed, it gave rise to a 
comprehensive crisis in the Soviet order. 
For us the most vital question was how Hun-
gary would prepare for the culmination of 
the crisis.

Judging by its content and its political prestige, Beszélö 
was the most important political journal of the Hunga-
rian opposition. It published the best strategic analy-
ses written by dissidents who would later become the 
leading figures of the transition elite.

Dissident dilemmas:  
voice or exit?
The relationship of the opposition to society was 
not free of contradictions. Occasionally the opposi-
tion expressed its dissatisfaction with the “silence of  
society”. Opposition members wanted to speak up or 
even mobilize against the atomization, pacification, 
and neutralization strategies of the Kádár regime. They 
were afraid that society would not identify with their 
goals and that it would not even understand them. So 
how did they understand their own value to society?

They took it upon themselves to be the torchbearers 
whose task was to pronounce value judgments: “The 
torch must be held up high even if it cannot be a perfect 
substitute for sunshine and the torchbearer cannot 
rush the sunrise. But the light of this torch must always 
be directed at real values and not at cheap imitations 
and scrap heaps.”

 The dissidents returned to the metaphor of light 
frequently.

They saw themselves as role models. “If we allow 
the disintegration of our grouping — or community, if 
you like — that is ready to express and shape opinions 
and on occasion engage in demonstrations, then we 
not only dishonor our own goals but deprive others of 
our example and a chance....”

They believed that it was their responsibility to talk 
about the suppressed past. “The situation does not 
favor those who remember 1956. In this situation our 
best chance is not in visible and organized mass dem-
onstrations but in remembering and making others 
remember [the past] as often and in as many places as 
possible. We must prefer the multitude of quick, secret 
and inventive action to public demonstrations that ne-
cessitate long preparation.”

 These people did not speak from the position of an 
elite, but followed an inner call: both the moral and 
the practical were integral parts of their identity. The 
dissidents placed themselves in the public and not the 
private sphere. The broad and open — that is, broad 
and open in their minds — East-Central European spaces 
were rarely reduced to the innermost spaces of the 
private sphere. The risk that the families of opposition 
activists had to take was left unmentioned. To sum up, 
dissident intellectuals in Hungary wanted to give voice 
to demands for freedom, and also to those who had no 
chance to present themselves in the public sphere.

The second option was emigration. Once they real-
ize they cannot change, cannot shake up society, they 
should think of the exit option. Many of the dissident 
intellectuals did not see it as one’s free choice, but as 
something one is pressured into by the power elite. 
In the case of the philosopher, Gáspár M. Tamás, the 
representatives of the power elite told him: “You are 
not going to get a passport but you may emigrate if you 
wish, which indeed would be desirable.”

 The opposition categorically refused to back such a 
solution. “We view the situation differently. […] To hell 
with such offers! The power elite may use this method 
again in ten years  against those who could not be con-
trolled by other means — job loss, ban on their employ-
ment, atrocities. In the end, the cultural police would 
simply force them out of the country. What else can be 
said upon seeing this bad omen but ‘Let the power elite 
leave. We’ll be fine without them.’”

Others expressed their acceptance of emigration. 
Emigration was thought of as something individuals 
had the right to choose. “‘No, I am disgusted so I’ll 
leave.’ This is what this couple said. I think I do not 
need a lot of empathy to understand, at least, their 
decision.”

 It deserves mention that as much as they stressed 
the morality of deciding to stay in the country, they 
stressed the same with regard to emigration. This 
group of intellectuals did not judge emigration from 
the point of view of a collective responsibility for the 
fate of the nation. As they wrote, “this couple”, who 
were medical doctors, “did not go to Sweden because 
there was a shortage of doctors there. They went to 
face a very progressive system of taxation. If there is 
any country where they are guaranteed not to earn 
millions by practicing medicine, it is Sweden. Earning 
millions was not their purpose, anyway. They simply 

wanted to be, and remain, honest individuals”.
Samizdat journals continued “holding the hands” of 

the emigrants by urging them to keep in contact with 
the opposition. From this they hoped to grow intel-
lectually and that the emigrants could maintain their 
Hungarian identity. They welcomed the writings of the 
democrats who emigrated. They thought that this could 
be beneficial to both parties, since it would enrich the 
dissidents with new ideas and reasoning and also help 
the emigrants preserve their ties to the home country.

The democratic opposition in Hungary saw the 
political power of the emigrant intelligentsia as greater 
than their own. They often overestimated it: “Those of 
them coming home for a visit should not be ashamed 
of seeing the opposition and should explain the power 
elite’s disregard for the law in Western forums. They 
should not hesitate to demand for those living in  
Hungary the same rights that Hungarian emigrants 
who are ready to cooperate with the elite enjoy.”

Censorship  
and freedom
In its first issue, Beszélö reported on the book com-
memorating István Bibó,  which was the first joint and 
comprehensive intellectual effort in Hungary since the 
Petöfi Circle, a famous discussion club before the revo-
lution of 1956. In this memorial book, dozens of authors 
praised and analyzed the views of the social philoso-
pher István Bibó, a minister of state in the Imre Nagy 
cabinet during the revolution. He had been imprisoned 
and then neglected by the Communist regime. Bibó ap-
peared to have the potential to be a reference point for 
various opposition groups in the same way Jan Patocka 
was for the Czechs and Karol Wojtyla was for the Poles.

Beszélö also discussed, early on, the 1981 University-
College Days, the movements of university students  
which were inspired by the self-limiting revolution of 
Solidarity and the protest against censorship. One of 
the editors, Ferenc Köszeg, devoted a long article to 
book censorship practices.

 He stressed the point that despite the official propa-
ganda, censorship did exist in Hungary. Another well-
known figure, Miklós Haraszti, analyzed in detail the 
judicial proceedings against a punk band in Szeged that 
displayed a critical attitude towards the regime.

 In general, however, the opposition was not inter-
ested in the underground cultural scene and only men-
tioned it occasionally. Punk bands were mentioned 
sporadically and only as participants of music events 
that were problematic for the authorities, or as subjects 
of judicial proceedings because there had been a Radio 
Free Europe news item among the tapes of songs that 
were confiscated by the authorities.

As much as it could, the democratic opposition 
followed the problems that the editors of literary 
magazines faced. These were the attempts of certain  
general editors and magazines at uniformity. The  
Writers’ Association, which sharply criticized the cultural  
policies of the regime and the practice of informal 
censorship at their pentannual meetings, occupied 
a special place in the monolithic regime. At the 1981 
Congress of the Writers’ Association, the well-known 
opposition writer, István Eörsi, suggested, with irony, 
to the representatives of power who were present, that 
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formal censorship should be introduced, because then 
at least writers would know what they could and could 
not write about. He reasoned that in Kádár’s “soft dic-
tatorship” the censorship rules were not clear, which 
leads to arbitrary editorial censorship as well as self-
censorship. He believed that instead of the internaliza-
tion of censorship, i.e., self-censorship, it would have 
been better to have had formal censorship, because 
in that case authors would have been more able to see 
clearly where power lay, and would be better able to 
preserve their integrity.

In the first part of the 1980s, the democratic op-
position created its own ideology in the course of the 
debate that was carried out on the pages of samizdat 
journals, primarily those of Beszélö. In the center of 
their ideology stood Western-type liberal democracy, 
human rights, social market economy, and solidarity 
with the Hungarians outside Hungary and with other 
social and cultural minorities.

After the debate in Beszélö the balance shifted to-
ward the creation of an action program. The program-
matic article, “How to Find a Way Out of the Crisis?” 
appeared in the middle of the debate over identity in 
1982.

 It proposed solutions that gave the public a bigger 
and more active role than before. The role of the oppo-
sition was seen as shaping public opinion and exerting 
pressure through it. “The state will only act when pub-
lic opinion keeps them under moral and intellectual 
pressure.”

 Proposals concerned the following issues: financial 
information, public debates on economic policy, the 
renewal of interest representation, the conditions of 
a well-functioning public sphere, legal conditions of  
interest representation, and the reform of book and 
magazine publishing. Publishing was used as an exam-
ple of how a proposal can be put into practice gradually.

The oppositional identity and its problems were 
best summarized by Ferenc Köszeg in the 19th issue 
of Beszélö. “What is the democratic opposition? It cer-
tainly cannot be called a movement, because it is too 
small for a movement: it has no means or an organi-
zation that could link sympathizers together. It can-
not even provide a form of communication for those  
(e.g., the young people) who demand it. Its members 
would, thank God, also refuse to be labeled a party. 
There are few things they are more averse to than the 
Bolshevik tradition of an elite party that is destined to 
lead the fight. The few dozen intellectuals could not 
call itself a mass party, either.”

Köszeg analyzed some obvious signs of disintegra-
tion of the political system.

The democratic opposition in its present 
form is an opinion- and behavior-shaping 
group. It is more important to spread the 
behavioral attitude of the opposition than 
exert intellectual influence through pub-
lications. Today the issue is not only that 
independent groups publish samizdat 
journals and collect signatures the way the 
opposition had been doing it for eight years, 
but that prestigious social groups — almost 
entirely research institutes — also experi-
ment with legal resistance or step over the 

rules of the game that were arbitrarily 
defined by the power elite. The general as-
sembly of the Writers’ Association, which 
voted out the representatives of power of 
the association by fair voting procedures 
and thus forced the power elite to break its 
own rules, exemplifies the first; the fact that 
prestigious writers publish in samizdat jour-
nals and that all the employees of research 
institutes participate in meetings that are 
held in private apartments and could eas-
ily be called illegal exemplifies the latter. 
Once disobedience happens too often, the 
dividing line between the behavior of the 
opposition and the behavior of others is 
blurred, and the retribution of power needs 
to smite so many people that the means that 
were used to punish them in the past are 
inadequate. Hungarian society starts to re-
discover the means of expressing its politi-
cal will. Political debates are no longer the 
exclusive right of the functionaries of the 
nomenklatura.

For Ferenc Köszeg, the emerging social and political 
problems in Hungary determined the tasks of the de-
mocratic opposition. He believed that, despite the 
obvious weaknesses of the opposition, its moral aut-
hority would provide enough strength for it to achieve 
its goals:

Hungary entered the era of political debate 
again. Party leaders fighting for succession, 
company leaders, entrepreneurs, writers, 
the popular front, labor unions, and even 
the parliament on occasion take part in poli-
tics. As the economic situation continues to 
worsen, the workers worried about their 
jobs and the farmers who will not be able 
to sell their products at a good price will 
engage in politics too. In this increasingly 
politicized world, the opposition, whose 
gestures and genesis make it a political 
grouping, must engage in politics as well. 
[...] In order to debate, we must clearly state 
our own views [...] and we have to make our 
voice heard beyond the independent press 
— in clubs, public gatherings and in organ-
ized meetings. Not that we believe that we 
own the sorcerer’s stone just because of our 
opposition status. But it is only the opposi-
tion that has criticized the actions of the 
government publicly and without conceal-
ment for seven years. This work gives us 
moral authority that, despite our weakness 
and isolation, provides us with the chance 
to be listened to when we speak, and not 
only within our own circles. 

The June 1987 special issue of Beszélö, entitled “So-
cial Contract: The Conditions of Political Progress”,  
published the comprehensive program of the dissident 
intellectuals. The document made it clear that the con-
sensus of the Kádár years was over and that “Kádár 
must go”.

 The authors said that a radical political turn was nec-
essary, but without a social contract the nation would 
not rise. It is not enough to grumble: new policies must 
be actively sought. The power elite will only engage 
in dialogue if it understands that it has to negotiate 
with more than just the intelligentsia. The document 
also stressed the necessity of an economic stability  
package, which builds on political change. The goals 
of the 1956 revolution — multi-party system, self- 
government in the workplace and at settlements,  
national self-determination, neutrality in foreign policy 
— were still valid.

The program elaborated on the following demands: 
constitutional limitations on one-party rule, parlia-
mentary sovereignty, a government responsible to par-
liament, freedom of press codified in law, legal protec-
tion to employees by giving them the right to assemble 
and to pursue their interests, as well as social security, 
fair social policies, and civil rights. The chapter entitled 
“The broader context” dealt with the relationship of 
Hungary to the Soviet Union, the problems of Hungar-
ians living outside the borders of the country, and the 
heritage of 1956 in Hungarian politics.

The activities of the democratic opposition, as a 
group of dissident intellectuals, ended in 1988.

 Between 1987 and 1989 the real issue was no longer 
their identity as a separate group, but the active and 
more organized role they played in the regime change. 
Besides the disagreement between the “népi” (popu-
lar/populist) intellectuals and the democratic opposi-
tion, these years were characterized by the appearance 
and growth of two distinct groups along the division 
between the Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF) and 
the Alliance of Free Democrats (SZDSZ). The former 
dissidents became part of pluralistic politics as new 
politicians.

The changing political situation resulted in a change 
in the balance of power, which was best expressed by 
the publication of the Declaration against police bru-
tality, which was signed by 300 intellectuals — not a 
small minority of intellectuals. The Declaration gave 
voice to decisive protest against brutal police actions. 
“There is a disquieting and appalling contradiction  
between how leading politicians stress their aspira-
tions toward democracy and their willingness to  
engage in dialogue, and, on the other hand, organizations  
under their direction and following their orders openly 
display violence. We believe that after thirty years, 
the time has come for the Hungarian state to take the 
expression of the views of its citizens with civilized self-
control. We demand that responsible political leader-
ship prohibit police atrocities.”

Finally, János Kis’ article, published in 1989, entitled 
“What Does Beszélö Represent?” summarized Beszélö’s 
history and talked about the tasks awaiting the new 
liberal-democratic party, the SZDSZ.

In 1987, the program of 1983 is outdated.  
Today the democratic opposition is not 
alone in demanding unequivocal, codified, 
and institutionally protected rights. The 
views of the public go well beyond the com-
promise suggested by the opposition four 
years ago. In the meantime it also became 
clear that instead of initiating reforms, the 

hungarian DISSIDENT INTELLECTUALS BEFORE 1989
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Kádár regime reacted with stubborn inflex-
ibility to the pressure. As a result, the Social 
Contract went beyond its sketchy predeces-
sor. The initial steps described in this text 
can be quite easily supplemented so as to 
lead to multi-party democracy. Legal limita-
tions on the power of the party, and, on the 
other hand, freedom of assembly and of the 
press, and the creation of parliamentary 
fractions could lead to party pluralism. 
This was the basic idea of what could be 
achieved in the near future by Social Con-
tract. Almost as much significance could be 
attached to its first two paragraphs, where 
it was expressed in no uncertain terms: 
“Kádár must go”. It had a much deeper mes-
sage than a claim that the time of the party 
secretary had expired. Kádár personified 
the restoration of 1956–1957. His inevitable 
fall symbolized the end of an era.

The dissident intellectual circles first came to form a 
critical public sphere and, later on, the political opposi-
tion. People saw the remnants of a corrupt, non-demo-
cratic, post-totalitarian regime where the most needed 
political currency was trust. Only dissident intellectu-
als were in a position to convert their moral authority 
and moral capital into political capital. People wanted 
to be led by new, trustworthy leaders who had pre-
viously been outside the official system. This provided 
a historic opportunity for some philosophers, lawyers, 
historians, writers, and sociologists to speak on behalf 
of the people and to be spokespersons of democracy. 
As soon as the possibility of free elections arose, the 
democratic opposition stepped out of its role as critic 
of the regimes and became part of the new, democratic 
regime. From then on, its history can be followed in the 
daily press and the broadcast media.

Epilogue
The Hungarian dissident intellectuals did not foresee 
the future, so they could not prepare for the revolu-
tion. But they expected some sort of political change 
within the system, which could potentially lead to 
deeper, structural changes. They aimed to open up 
closed structures in society, combat censorship, and 
bring forbidden topics into the broader social discour-
se. They wanted to go beyond reformism, as we saw 
in the way they distanced themselves from the refor-
mist communists, but they did not want to go as far as 
a violent revolution. They aimed to contribute to the 
creation of the conditions of a radical reform, which 
was to undermine the legitimacy of the system. Finally, 
they achieved more than that: the loose organizations 
of dissident intellectuals turned into the new political 
parties, and radical reform ended up in the negotiated 
exit from communism.

The dissident intellectuals followed the strategy of 
new evolutionism, proposed by the Polish dissident 
Adam Michnik, which was a strategy for uncompromis-
ing change to be achieved by the self-limiting behavior 
of the opposition, in a non-violent way.

 They were soft on methods but firm on their goals. 
They spoke in the name of the oppressed society, and 
not on behalf of their own interests, so they behaved 
in a Mannheimian fashion to a certain extent. How-

Appendix. Characteristic activities of the Hungarian dissident intellectuals 
during the preparatory phase and the regime change

Time 1982–1988 1989–1990

Context disintegration of dictatorship regime change

Organization democratic opposition roundtable opposition

Organizational 
principle

loosely organized formalized

Goal pluralism 
free speech 
human rights 

free elections 
constitutionalism 
rule of law

Strategy critical discourse negotiations

Roles dissidents 
ideologues 
truth-tellers 
forerunners

professionals 
experts 
legislators 
founders

Enemy communist regime old regime and its fellow-travelers

Theory Gramsci, Gouldner, Mannheim, Havel Gouldner, Mannheim, Gagnow, Karabel

Consequence formation of civil society, 
political pluralization

non-violent, negotiated revolution

ever, they did not just want to objectively mirror the 
social situation, as “free-floating” intellectuals would 
be able to do; they aimed to change it, by changing the  
discourse in various segments of the society. In this 
sense, this strategy, which was oriented towards civil 
society, might remind us of Gramsci’s proposition on 
hegemonic discourse, or Gouldner’s theory of the 
culture of critical discourse. In the meantime, the dis-
sident intellectuals did not serve the interests of some 
other class, just as they refused to see themselves as a 
new class. Quite the contrary, they aimed to serve the 
interests of all oppressed people who wish to live in 
freedom, or, as Václav Havel put it, within the realm 
of truth.

 They were universalistic in their approach but po-
litical realists in their action.

However, this is not to say that the intellectuals alone 
made the regime change in Hungary, or more broadly, 
in East Central Europe. They were the first who sensed 
the beginning of a seismic social transformation. As 
forerunners of change they wished to tell the truth — 
not only to the holders of power but primarily to civil 
society — to initiate resistance to the regime and po-
litical activism for democratic change. By 1989, these 
political intellectuals became increasingly involved in 
forming new political parties and participating in new 
institutional forms — such as the Opposition Round- 
table — to negotiate democracy with the representa-
tives of the Communist Party, and to enter Parliament 
as new MPs after the first free elections. From that point 
on, former dissidents had to face the painful task of 
transforming themselves as well: from “free-floating” 
intellectuals or “movement-intellectuals” into profes-
sional politicians. ≈

What would Gramsci and Havel have in common? Please note that Max Weber is absent.
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A pathbreaker. Robert Conquest and Soviet Studies 
during the Cold War

repression available for the first time to a wide, eager 
audience. The demand was great in Russia for Western 
accounts and new interpretations of Soviet history, 
which had been so falsified by Communist ideology 
and Party censorship.

Since the early 1990s, Conquest has been on the 
editorial board of several major research projects on 
Soviet history and an eager participant in the scholarly 
periodicals dealing with the changing research condi-
tions in contemporary Russian history. Conquest is 
still an active scholar at the Hoover Institution for War, 
Peace and Revolution, and is writing an autobiogra-
phy, and a book of poems.

For his 90th birthday, colleagues contributed arti-
cles to a Festschrift devoted to “The Poet, Writer, and 
Historian — A Man of Durable Accomplishments”. 
These essays honoring Conquest all concern themes 
that have been central to his research fields, includ-
ing state terror, ideological control of sciences, public 
opinion, and the wider issue of the responsibility of 
intellectuals in the modern world. In his introduction, 
Paul Hollander emphasizes, using concrete examples, 
the themes where Robert Conquest’s scholarship 
was truly path-breaking. He also discusses the reper-

T
he British historian Robert 
Conquest is without doubt 
among the most well-known 
and most often quoted special-

ists on Soviet history. His major works 
have been translated into dozens of 
languages. Since the 1960s, Conquest 
has written influential books on Stalin’s 
terror against the party cadres and 
other groups in Soviet society in the 
late 1930s. Another book addressed the 
notorious Kolyma labor camps for gold 
production in the Soviet Far East. His 
monograph and documentary film on 
the 1932–33 famine in the Soviet Union 
had a deep impact in the 1980s on the 
public and politicians in Canada and the 
United States.1

Several of his earlier works acquired 
a new and perhaps even more impor-
tant role in Russia in the late 1980s. 
Under glasnost, Soviet publishing 
houses and television stations made 
his Stalin biographies and books on the 

cussions of the research: the possible 
connections between the analyses of 
Communism and other ideologies that 
have spurred and legitimated the use of 
violence.

The book is divided into two parts. 
The first part, ”Soviet Communism”, 
contains articles by Joshua Rubinstein, 
Norman Naimark, Stephen Cohen, 
Mark Kramer, John B. Dunlop, and Lee 
Edwards. In the second part, “Com-
parative Perspectives”, we find articles 
on Mao’s China, Castro’s Cuba, Latin 
America, postcolonial Africa, and the 
use of research results from Soviet stud-
ies in explaining political Islamism. In 
each of these articles, there are explicit 
references to Conquest’s books.

The Festschrift concludes with a 
biography and a short list of Conquest’s 
many publications, mainly mono-
graphs, that have come out since the 
late 1950s. There are likely not many 

The head of the Secret Police, Nikolai Ezhov (left) was awarded the Lenin Order in November 1937, at the height of the Great Purges. The 
nickel mines and the refinery plant in Norilsk, by the Arctic Ocean, were built by Gulag prisoners in the 1940s. The deposits are still among 
the richest in the world (top right). The industrial city Nizhnii Tagil in the Urals had several Gulag camps for new construction projects (bot-
tom right).
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48

Continued. A pathbreaker

was linked both to the Foreign Office and to British 
embassies in order to provide exclusive information 
on events in the USSR and Eastern Europe. These 
facts were analyzed by IRD personnel and sometimes 
distributed within the ministry and the diplomatic 
corps of the United Kingdom. The IRD also prepared 

information materials for the BBC radio 
programs that were broadcasted within 
England, as well as to Eastern Europe and 
the Soviet Union, in these countries’ na-
tive languages.

Research on the IRD is hampered by 
the fact that its archives at the Public 
Records Office (PRO) in Kew have a de-
classification limit of at least 50 years. 
In other words, only the main outlines 
of IRD activities until the early 1950s are 
known from available documents, and 
the rest of our knowledge about the IRD 
must be inferred from interviews with 

former collaborators.
Conquest wrote, for example, a memorandum on 

the show trials in Bulgaria, Hungary, and Czechoslova-
kia, addressing the intriguing question of what it was 
that made the defendants confess to all the accusa-
tions. His articles were circulated within the Foreign 
Office and commented upon within the East European 
and Soviet Russian departments of the ministry. Of 
course, this question was also hotly debated in the 
open press in Western Europe at the time. Not until 
the first survivors of the Slansky affair in Czechoslova-
kia were allowed to publish their memoirs in 1968 was 
it possible to get confirmation on some of the guess-
work that had been done earlier on the nature of the 
Stalinist interrogation methods and show trials.

An even less well-known side of the IRD, and of 
Conquest’s career, concerns the preparation of infor-
mational material for the press and other mass media 
in the West. In the early 1950s, Gunnar Heckscher, 
professor of political science at Uppsala University and 
later leader of the Swedish Conservative Party, visited 
the IRD on behalf of the Swedish Parliament, which 
had decided to set up a similar agency for civil defense 
and psychological warfare. Heckscher’s visit was 
official yet very secretive, and little is known about 
additional connections that might exist between the 
two agencies. The British authorities were very well 
aware of the fact that Swedish newspapers need not be 
dependent on their IRD materials, but would probably 
not refuse to consider the kind of memoranda and 
secret press releases that its embassy personnel could 
distribute to trusted journalists in the NATO countries 
and the Commonwealth.

In 1947–1949, to take but one example, the IRD 
started to collect materials on the issue of forced labor 
in Stalin’s Russia. Officially, it was for a debate at the 
United Nations on a resolution to prohibit the use of 
forced labor. Internally however, there was no doubt 
that the “slave labor in Russia” issue had a profound 
impact on public opinion in the West, particularly 
on Labour Party sympathizers. The IRD therefore 

Soviet specialists who are familiar with 
Conquest’s poetry and translations 
from Russian of poets such as Boris 
Pasternak and Alexander Solzhenitsyn. 
Conquest has also written political 
pamphlets such as the following: Where 
Do Marxists Go from Here? 
(1958), Where Marx Went 
Wrong (1970), and What to 
Do When the Russians Come: 
A Survivor’s Guide (1984).

Here, I shall discuss 
some matters that relate to 
the fields of Soviet research 
that are presented in the 
section “Soviet Commu-
nism”. First, how did Rob-
ert Conquest make his own, 
particular career in the So-
vietological establishment? 
Second, what can we learn about the 
overall conditions of research into the 
Soviet period in Russia’s history during 
the Cold War in the West? Third, which 
of Conquest’s contributions to Soviet 
history are of lasting value, and which 
can be characterized as obsolete and 
out-dated in the new century?

Robert Conquest was born in 1917. 
In the 1930s, he studied at the univer-
sities in Grenoble and Oxford. As a 
member of the Communist Party group 
at Oxford, he traveled to the Soviet 
Union in the summer of 1937. He visited 
Leningrad, Moscow, and Odessa. At 
that time, he did not understand what 
was going on behind the façade of the 
propaganda machine. However, a few 
years later, he left the Communist Party. 
As an officer in the British army in the 
immediate postwar period, Conquest 
saw the Sovietization process in Eastern 
Europe, and this experience made him 
decidedly anti-communist.2 Conquest 
never visited the Soviet Union between 
1937 and its final year of existence, 
1990, when the Communist regime was 
collapsing. It is not known whether he 
was a persona non grata who had been 
denied a visa, or whether his not having 
traveled there was a matter of his own 
choice.

In the late 1940s, Conquest started as 
an analyst at the Information Research 
Department (IRD). This organization 
was linked to the British Foreign Of-
fice. It had been set up to counter the 
growing communist propaganda that 
influenced Western public opinion to 
an alarming degree since the last years 
of the Second World War. The IRD 

discussed not so much what was actu-
ally known or thought probable about 
the existing camp system in the Soviet 
Union. What was essential was to pur-
vey information to important groups in 
Western Europe about a matter “where 
the Soviets have no good answer”. 
Jointly with their American colleagues, 
who were also engaged in political and 
psychological warfare, the IRD decided 
to publish pamphlets and prepare news 
articles and bulletins on the forced la-
bor camps. It had been decided that no 
more than one or two names of Soviet 
camps should be hammered into the 
mind of the public, until these names 
were as clearly linked with Communist 
terror as the names “Auschwitz” and 
“Treblinka” were linked with Nazism. 
The Soviet camps chosen for the pur-
pose was Karaganda and Vorkuta. 
Later, Kolyma in the Soviet Far East was 
added.

In this exclusive ”think tank”, Robert 
Conquest did not simply receive his 
training as a major specialist in Soviet 
affairs. In frank interviews, he would 
later admit that many other topics he 
wrote on in the 1960s and 1970s had ac-
tually been fairly thoroughly prepared 
earlier, during the IRD period. How-
ever, there is one point that we should 
emphasize, one that is important in as-
sessing the lasting contributions made 
by Conquest and other forerunners in 
modern Soviet history. In contrast to 
academic think tanks, the IRD was also 
engaged in manipulating public opin-
ion. Having learned the lessons of psy-
chological warfare in the fight against 
Nazi propaganda, the British seldom 
distorted the facts or lied outright. How-
ever, in the Cold War period it was de-
cided to support the most somber “class 
analysis” of Soviet society possible. In 
this version, the terror machine — which 
no serious observer denied existed — 
was presented as having condemned 
millions of prisoners to the Gulag camps 
every year. The terror campaigns in 
the 1930s were described in such a way 
that it appeared as if at least five, and 
possibly eight million persons had been 
arrested in a single year, the “year of 
the great purges, 1937”. At the bottom 
of Stalin’s society, some 10–14 million 
slaves dwelled under horrible condi-
tions, condemned to premature deaths.

Informed military intelligence mate-
rials in the United States army and the 
recently created Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), of course, had quite dif-
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chev” provides an interesting background to the ques-
tion of how former Gulag prisoners were assimilated 
into society when they returned from the camps, how 
the rehabilitation process in the 1950s focused on 
various segments of the prison population, and the 
piecemeal nature of attempts to reconstruct the fates 
of these people. Already as a student, Cohen had met 
Conquest in 1965, and at that time mentioned that it 
would be worthwhile to study the question of how 
many of these returnees from the Gulag managed to 
re-start their careers, and how they lived their lives. 
Cohen was a Ph.D. student, with Robert Tucker at 
Princeton as his advisor, and would some years later 
publish his classic biography of the Bolshevik theoreti-
cian and economist Nikolai Bukharin, who was sen-
tenced to death in the last Moscow show trial in 1938.

The publication of his biography led to a deep 
and trusting relationship with Bukharin’s widow and 
son. His contacts with other intellectuals and artists 
in Moscow resulted in many witnesses from the Sta-
lin years coming forward. Stephen Cohen collected 
the stories of these witnesses for an article which, 
however, remained unpublished for many years. He 
has shared his interview material with the American 
historian Nanci Adler, who, in the late 1990s, enjoyed 
an entirely different situation when she did archival 
research on the broad theme of the return of prisoners 
from the Gulag. Cohen himself updated his article and 
rewrote it as an essay that was published in Russian 
(Dolgoe vozvrashchenie. Zhertvy GULAGa posle Stalina 
[The Long Return: The Fate of Gulag Prisoners after 
Stalin], Moscow 2008).

We can also note that, in the 1960s, Robert Conquest 
and Stephen Cohen only had access to the official pro-
tocols from the Moscow trials, and to the propagandis-
tic materials from Pravda, with minor additions from 
“the rumor mill”. Since the time when they wrote on 
the Great Terror, conditions have changed fundamen-
tally. Cohen has been allowed to do research in the 
former KGB archives, read the interrogation protocols 
from 1937, and also to publish all the prison notebooks 
that Bukharin filled with essays, philosophical articles, 
and an autobiography (Uznik Lubianki. Tiuremnye ru-
kopisi Nikolaia Bukharina [The Prisoner at Lubianka. 
The Prison Manuscripts of Nikolai Bukharin], Moscow 
2008). It goes without saying that these new docu-
ments have called for substantial alterations of the 
interpretations found in Conquest’s The Great Terror 
and Cohen’s Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution.

Joshua Rubinstein contributes an illuminating 
survey of how Conquest’s The Great Terror was re-
ceived in the late 1960s by reviewers writing in the 
prominent scholarly journals and leading intellectual 
publications. All reviewers were of the opinion that 
Conquest’s book was a major contribution in updating 
existing knowledge in the West with what had become 
public knowledge thanks to articles in the Soviet press 
after Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin in 1956. 
However, critical voices such as that of historian David 
Joravsky and economist Alexander Gerschenkron re-
marked that Conquest failed to explain the specific na-

ferent data on the proportions of the 
terror and the camp system, but its 
information was reserved for a privi-
leged few in government. The same is 
evidently true of the information levels 
in NATO countries in general. However, 
the image of the Stalinist terror system 
geared towards public opinion contin-
ued to make its more or less distorted 
appearance in the works that Conquest 
later published, notably in The Great 
Terror: Stalin’s Purge in the 1930s and in 
Kolyma — The Arctic Death Camps.

It is a remarkable figura umolcha-
nia, as Russian historians used to say 
— an intentional silencing — that none 
of the contributions to the essays in 
honor of Conquest delves into this IRD 
background and its effects on Soviet 
studies. Nor is this important aspect 
of Conquest’s background sufficiently 
clarified in an excellent biographical 
article and in a research survey written 
by the Swedish historian Klas-Göran 
Karlsson for the Living History Forum 
by the Swedish Ministry of Culture.3 It 
is nevertheless vital to an evaluation of 
Conquest’s contributions to Soviet his-
tory. Conquest himself has recognized 
the importance of the factual materials 
gathered by his associates and himself 
at the IRD, until his departure in 1957, 
for his later, more academic works on 
these topics.

Mark Kramer makes a most interest-
ing comparison of Conquest’s book 
Power and Policy in the USSR: A Study of 
Soviet Dynamics from 1961 with his own 
detailed analysis of the power strug-
gle in the Kremlin after Stalin’s death. 
Kramer has scrutinized recently pub-
lished documents from the Presidential 
Archive and other Russian depositories 
relating to the arrest and prosecution 
of Lavrentii Beriia. Kramer concludes 
that despite the lack of these kinds of 
primary sources, Conquest managed a 
fairly sound presentation of the main 
traits in the post-Stalin leadership. 
However, Kramer could have reached 
even more interesting historiographical 
conclusions if he had compared recent 
data with materials from the British For-
eign Office and intelligence community 
of the mid-1950s. Obviously, even in this 
early book, Conquest to a large extent 
based his presentation on materials 
from the Information Research Depart-
ment of the Foreign Office.

Stephen Cohen’s essay ”The Victims 
Return: Gulag Survivors under Khrush-

ture of Stalin’s dictatorship — compared 
to other tyrants in history. The dilemma 
for Conquest — as for any scholar who 
wants to explain the state terror and 
mass repression campaigns in the USSR 
in the 1930s — is how to separate the 
analyses of the system (Communist 
Party monopoly, ideological orthodoxy, 
and other phenomena) from the per-
sonal factor (Stalin’s “evilness”, possible 
paranoia, and other character traits).

In his book, Conquest described 
the functioning of the Party and also 
devoted a whole chapter to Stalin’s 
personality. Many reviewers at the time 
were not impressed by his way of writ-
ing about the Great Terror, which was 
in the tradition of “great men who make 
history”. Reviewers remarked that 
Conquest had devoted some 500 of the 
book’s 600 pages to the quantitatively 
less important purges of the Commu-
nist Party cadres. Given that Conquest 
himself, in 1968, estimated that no 
fewer than 7–8 million people had been 
arrested during the Great Terror of 

In 1936, NKVD chief 
Yagoda (top, far left) 
shows the Moscow-
Volga Canal to Politburo 
members Voroshilov, 
Molotov and Mezhlauk. 
A year later, Yagoda was 
in prison and Yezhov, the 
new head of NKVD (bot-
tom, far left) greets the 
masses from the Lenin 
Mausoleum. Mezhlauk 
(second from left) was 
executed in 1938 – so 
his face on this archive 
photo was erased!
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wrong too, and, paradoxically, for a simi-
lar reason. Both thought that Russia was 
a worker’s state; the Left thought this was 
good and the Right was against it. Few saw 
what was really happening.

Nove was more critical than most reviewers of Con-
quest’s lumping together of all different kinds of 
repression. It is necessary, Nove argued, to separate 
the hard, forced labor camps for political and criminal 
prisoners from labor colonies for petty thieves and 
minor criminals. Nove also underlined the wide differ-
ences between the labor settlements for exiled kulaks 
and deported people. As several economists had done 
before him, Nove completely refuted Conquest’s at-
tempts to estimate the number of prisoners in the 
Gulag, and showed Conquest’s results to be unrealistic 
and faulty. We know that the IRD and American Cold 
War think tanks had arrived at a figure of 12–14 million 
prisoners in the Gulag as the number to use in propa-
ganda. The economists thought that, at most, 3–4 
million Soviet citizens might have been incarcerated. 
When the archives finally opened in 1992, the calcula-
tions made within the Western intelligence commu-
nity in the 1950s, and by economic historians such as 
Naum Jasny and Alec Nove, turned out to correspond 
fairly well with Soviet realities in Stalin’s time. What 
remains to be researched is no longer the actual extent 
of the Gulag, but the shaping of Western perceptions 
of the communist superpower.

Norman Naimark’s essay ”Stalin and the Question of 
Soviet Genocide” addressed books by Conquest which 
dealt with the question as to whether the Great Terror 
in the 1930s, the so-called ”terror-famine in 1932–1933” 
or other repressive measure, could rightly be termed 
“genocide”. Naimark’s essay does not advance the 
discussion of this matter, which has been going on for 
many years. In brief: all specialists on international 
law seem to agree that “genocide”, as defined by the 
United Nations’ convention, is not strictly applicable 
to the aforementioned phenomena, nor to other as-
pects of Soviet terror. It can then of course be argued 
that certain original proposals to the UN Conven-
tion included more, broader categories, but that the 
Soviet delegates blocked them, thus perverting the 
definition. Be that as it may be, Naimark gives some 
background to the preparatory work on the conven-
tion that supports this version of the preparations 
for the genocide convention. However, scholars like 
Stephan Courtois in The Black Book of Communism, 
Andrea Graziosi, and Nicolas Werth in recent articles 
on the famine in the Ukraine in 1933, all have to ap-
ply their own definition of “genocide” as something 
different from that found in the Convention. In his 
essay, Naimark adds another personal definition to 
the plethora of meanings already in existence for the 
“genocide” concept. Needless to say, these scholastic 
debates hardly deepen our knowledge of the Soviet 
Union’s recent past.

On the one hand, these scholars seem to ignore the 

1937–1938, it is testimony to the paucity 
of sources on common men and women 
that practically nothing substantial was 
known on them before the opening of 
the archives. This, of course, was not 
Conquest’s fault, but the result of the 
unfortunate conditions under which he 
had to conduct his research. Further-
more, he had to counter unfounded ac-
cusations in the 1970s that his purpose 
was merely political and “anti-Soviet”. 
At a conference on Communist regimes  
organized in June 2000 by the Swedish 
Research Council, Conquest mentioned 
that given all the new empirical evi-
dence that has been made available, 
he wished that he could completely 
rewrite The Great Terror, the revised 
edition of which had come ten years too 
early in 1990. This was not to be, but in 
the foreword to his “40th Anniversary 
Edition” of The Great Terror, Conquest 
quite clearly sums up how much our 
understanding of Stalinism has changed 
since 1992. Conquest points to how he, 
in the old days, daringly but hesitantly 
used to quote from Soviet defectors, 
and that some of them did indeed turn 
out to be unreliable.

Rubinstein also notes the review of 
Conquest’s book by the renowned Brit-
ish economist Alec Nove, then director 
of the prestigious research center at 
Glasgow University. Nove considered 
The Great Terror to be a major contribu-
tion on an important historical theme. 
However, Nove was equally skeptical 
over the way that Conquest ironically 
described how the left-wing intellectu-
als in the 1930s and 1940s had praised 
the conditions in Stalin’s Russia. The 
lack of a clear understanding among 
Western intellectuals of the nature of 
the Stalinist dictatorship has been a 
constant theme in the literature. Nove 
merely alluded to the fact that Conquest 
himself had been duped in the 1930s 
by the Soviet façades. It is a remarkable 
fact that not just Conquest, but also sev-
eral other Soviet specialists have repeat-
edly insisted on repentance from these 
“fellow travelers”. No similar regrets 
are shown for all those publicists and 
writers who, on the other end of the 
political scale, intentionally distorted 
the Soviet realities in their writings. 
With some hesitation, Nove, in 1969, 
resumed “the debate on the guilt of the 
Left”:

They were indeed wrong. 
But the anti-Soviet Right was 

existence of side-current in Soviet 
studies in which the term “genocide” 
has been applied to many aspects of 
Stalin’s policy. As early as the 1950s, the 
well-known defector Abdurakhamn 
Avtorkhanov, writing under the pseudo-
nym Uralov, published “Narodoubijstvo 
v SSSR” — “The Genocide in the USSR” 
(Munich 1952). At many research insti-
tutes in Western Europe the genocide 
concept was reformulated to include 
such phenomena as “cultural genocide” 
and “social genocide”.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Conquest 
spurred many intense debates in the 
scholarly community by the books on 
the forced labor camps in the gold fields 
in Kolyma, on the so-called Terror-
Famine in the Ukraine in 1932–1933, and 
on the presumed murder, on orders 
from Stalin himself of Leningrad’s party 
chief, Sergei Kirov, in December 1934. 
The first book was based on a plethora 
of memoirs and collected oral histories 
from former prisoners. However, Con-
quest also tried to calculate the extent 
of the Kolyma gold production and the 
number of prisoners who had died dur-
ing the camps’ existence. Using dubious 
methods, such as multiplying known 
number of ships (from Jane’s Interna-
tional Register), the ships’ tonnage and 
assumed number of prisoners on every 
ship, Conquest arrived at a figure of 
over three million prisoners sent to Kol-
yma in the period 1930–19< — and assert-
ed that almost all of them died there. 
Research done in the 1990s by Russian 
historians has documented that for the 
whole period of the camps’ existence 
slightly over 800,000 prisoners arrived 
in Kolyma. The death toll was frightfully 
high, especially in the war years, but 
there were nonetheless not more than 
circa 130,000 premature deaths among 
the camp internees. In other words, 
Kolyma was the most frightful of camps 
in the Gulag system, but it was not as de-
scribed in Conquest’s book: an extermi-
nation camp of the same type as several 
of the Nazi German labor camps.

With his book on the famine of 1932–
1933, Harvest of Sorrow, Conquest stim-
ulated a number of research projects 
both in Russia as well as in Great Britain 
and the United States. Some of his the-
ses have been refuted by new evidence, 
notably on the role of Stalin and the 
Communist Party leadership’s role in 
intentionally causing mass starvation. 
It was not clear, as he had argued in the 
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Russian intellectuals

T
he Russian intelligentsia 

emerged historically as an 
outcome of the paradoxes of 
modernization. The intelli-

genty were “the offspring of the Petrine 
service nobility imbued with Western 
education and cultural values and dedi-
cated to the service of the community’s 
welfare”, Marc Raeff claimed.1 Accord-
ing to Raeff, they had no possibilities 
of expressing themselves freely and 
playing an active role in society, which 
turned them against the state that had 
created them. This highly regarded 
theory has been challenged — or rather 
broadened — by Laurie Manchester, an 
Arizona State University professor, in 
her latest book. In this work, the prob-
lem of the intelligentsia is seen from 
an entirely new perspective. The focal 
point is the emergence of the “modern 
self”, and Manchester takes popovichi, 
secular sons of the Orthodox priests, 
as role models of “self-made” modern 
men.

Manchester’s work is extremely in-
teresting not only for the new definition 
of the intelligentsia offered, but also for 
the insights she gives into the closed 
clerical estate, and for her presentation 
of its little-known cultural heritage. The 
study itself is based on the personal 
writings of popovichi: autobiographies, 
unpublished diaries, correspondence 
with their families, even suicide notes. 
The scope of the research is quite im-
pressive — Manchester analyzed the 
personal writings of 203 popovichi that 
were scattered across various Russian 
archives.

In the first chapter of the book, Man-
chester deconstructs myths and pre- 
judices concerning the clergy and their 
offspring. The hostility toward them was 
reinforced by the closed character 
of their social estate. Most of the  
prejudices had to do with their alleged 
ignorance, depravity, greed, and  
drunkenness. The lack of knowledge 
about the clergy was an underlying 
cause of the tendency to turn them into 
the “proximate other”, argues Manches-
ter. In contrast to reigning popular opin-
ion, shared by Herzen and other famous 
Russian intellectuals of noble origin, 
Manchester depicts the clergy as the 
only social estate in Imperial Russia that 
enjoyed independent courts, as well 
as its own institutions and educational 
system.

The clergy’s view of other social  
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book, that a distribution of the state 
grain reserves could have saved as many 
people from starvation as he calculated. 
It also turned out that help was actually 
being distributed fairly early to starving 
communities in 1933. Conquest himself 
did not explicitly argue that Stalin had 
planned genocide against the Ukrainian 
peasantry. However, interest groups in 
Canada and the USA used his data to 
promote this interpretation of events 
in 1933 Ukraine, and even held official 
memorial ceremonies of this genocide. 
In later debates with the British histo-
rians Robert W. Davies and Stephen 
G. Wheatcroft, Conquest explicitly, in 
writing, denied that he ever regarded 
the 1932–1933 events in the Ukraine as 
premeditated “genocide”.

On the whole, the plethora of evi-
dence on the 1932–1933 famine in the 
Soviet Union has now widened to such 
an extent that it is possible to sort out 
the better from the less reliable testimo-
nies collected in Conquest’s book. The 
theme itself still has, no doubt, a high 
degree of relevance, since the Ukrain-
ian political leadership has decided to 
legally formulate a certain interpreta-
tion of events, and to make it illegal to 
pronounce other interpretations in the 
Ukrainian republic.

To a certain extent, Robert Conquest 
and a whole cohort of Soviet specialists 
in Great Britain and the United States 
were themselves unwitting victims of 
the propaganda image of the Soviet 
Union that they had created in the early 
Cold War period. The perceived threat 
of further communist advances into Eu-
rope and Asia called forth an enormous 
information flow, directed both at the 
“captive peoples” under communist 
regimes and at their own citizens in the 
West. The dominant description of the 
Stalinist era showed 5–10 million peas-
ants as victims of collectivization in 
1930–1931 alone, followed by the famine 
in 1932–1933 and the Great Terror wave 
in 1937, all adding up to such astronomi-
cal figures that a rational analysis of 
the components could be dismissed 
as “Gulag-denying” just as horrendous 
“Holocaust-denying”. The Soviet police 
state’s attitude to and handling of the 
Stalin question in the 1970s continued 
to provide support for the dominant 
perspective on Soviet communism. Too 
much credence was then given to tes-
timonies and assessments by the “dis-
sidents”, the lucky few Soviet citizens 

who dared to voice independent views on social ques-
tions and on history, or the exiled writers who were 
free to publish as they wished in the West.

The early Cold War descriptions evolved and took 
on a more sophisticated form with time. But even 
in the mid-1980s, most textbooks on Soviet history 
used at American universities were impregnated 
with clichés from Cold War propaganda. As a further 
consequence of the Cold War conditions of studies of 
the USSR, many of the agendas for research into the 
former Soviet Union that were formulated in the 1990s 
by Western scholars reflected their prejudiced images. 
We have had to wait another decade for a true, schol-
arly, more dispassionate attitude towards the grim his-
torical realities that were indeed hidden for all, behind 
the Iron Curtain. ≈

lennart samuelson
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estates, however, was itself not without 
generalizations and superstitions. They 
considered themselves to be a sacred 
estate, whereas other estates were seen 
as sinful and corrupt. The most evil of all 
was the nobil-ity, and the reason for this 
was their incompetence in performing 
the duties that were imposed on them — 
and for their misuse of the power they 
were given as Russia’s ruling class.

After leaving their clerical estate for 
secular careers, popovichi were intent on 
overturning Russian society. However, 
the image of these intellectuals, as for 
example presented in Ivan Turgenev’s 
Fathers and Sons or in The Devils by Fyo-
dor Dostoevsky, does not fully reflect the 
cultural changes that occurred in Russia 
in the post-reform period. Manches-
ter observed that “[t]he ‘new men’ of 
the 1860s — whom all popovichi came 
to represent — were indeed rebelling 
against noble-dominated intelligentsia 
of the 1840s, but these men were not 
their fathers”. Their “holy fathers” were 
the popovichi’s consciously chosen role 
models.

Their own clerical heritage remained 
an ideal for them. They were defin-
ing themselves throughout their lives 
and reestablishing links with the com-
munity they came from. According to 
Manchester, this act of making choices, 
of evaluating the tradition, choosing 
whether to stay religious and what to 
believe in, marks popovichi as modern 
subjects. Besides, what made popovichi 
act as modern subjects was their self-
education or their being self-made men, 
as well as their ability to express critical 
thought, which they brought acquired 
in seminars. Manchester does describe, 
however, the brutality of life in the bur-
sa (a “collective term for both primary 
and secondary levels of ecclesiastical 
education, at the church school and 
seminary”); nevertheless she points 
out that later in life popovichi fashioned 
themselves as martyrs, not victims of 
violence. The process of introspection 
encouraged by the clerical manuals and 
Orthodox tradition was the engine of a 
striving for self-perfection.

Nevertheless, single-mindedness 
of purpose seems to be the most char-
acteristic feature of popovichi: none of 
them could but pursue just one goal, be 
it political, professional, or personal. In 
the domain of personal life — love could 
only be a perfect, divine sentiment; in 
science — popovichi were so dedicated 

to their scholarly careers that they became actual 
founding fathers of Russian academia; and finally in 
politics — most of them were “above the political”, 
believing to know better the way toward progress or 
salvation than any political party.

The study presented in the book makes it evident 
that popovichi remained a subgroup within the Rus-
sian intelligentsia and at the same time also exerted 
a powerful influence on the character of other intelli-
genty. In order to explain this coexistence, Manchester 
points out the proximity of some of the objectives 
popovichi and nobles shared, first of all the dedica-
tion to service and the welfare of the community (for 
popovichi, this derived from a secularized conception 
of the calling for the ordination). Moreover, popovichi, 
like the nobility, were influenced by Western ideas, 
for instance the concept of romantic love. As for other 
non-noble members of the intelligentsia, popovichi 
shared their anti-aristocratic feelings.

It was the sense of moral superiority that gave pop-
ovichi a dominant position, as a role model, within the 
intelligentsia. It wasn’t simply because they were born 
into the sacred estate that they felt a moral supremacy 
over the nobles, but also because they belonged to 
traditional (or “authentic”, as opposed to “imitated”) 
culture, and were brought up alongside the narod (the 
common people, folk or masses).

The clerical model of values was defined not by 
contrast with the West, but with westernized nobility. 
The dispute between Slavophiles and Westernizers 
was a discourse within the noble culture, hence, popo-
vichi were little (if at all) interested in the question of 
the nation’s cultural achievements and its stature in 
relation to other nations.2 They did not feel the need 
to define their national identity or answer the ques-
tion of what the “Russian way of life” was, since they 
perceived themselves as representatives of genuine 
Russian narod, something the noble intelligentsia 
knew nothing about. Manchester argues that the popo-
vichi did not take any side in that noble-dominated 
discourse (p. 213) — as the example of Sergei Soloviev 
shows.

Their high ideas were met with rather lowly reality, 
authoritarianism, an essentialist vision of other social 
estates, a patriarchal model of education, a sense of 
superiority — and all of this contributed to the new, 
anti-materialistic and anti-pluralistic discourse (p. 
215). Manchester does see the potential for violence in 
the popovichi’s ethos, but does not equate the popovi-
chi’s cultural background with the Orthodox tradition. 
Such a connection leads to the conclusion that after 
the revolution, the Orthodox confession was simply 
replaced by the faith in the final conclusion of the 
Communist ideal, she contradicts the interpretation 
of the origins of Russian Communism popularized by 
Nikolai Berdaev. However, there are some analogies 
between popovichi and Bolsheviks. It seems that these 
similarities could be the subject of further clarifica-
tions.

In his autobiography, Andrzej Walicki wrote that in 
the 1950’s he considered the Slavophile-Westernizers 

dispute to be the real melting pot of ide-
as, a starting point for understanding 
Russian culture, which was diminished 
by Soviet scholarship. Therefore, bring-
ing the Slavophiles-Westernizers debate 
“back” into scholarly discussion was to 
him an antidote for mendacious Soviet 
version of history. Since then, the field 
of Russian intellectual history has been 
dominated by research on this topic, 
which is still considered a central issue 
in Russian intellectual history. However, 
both Slavophiles and Westernizers were 
of noble origin and little attention has 
been paid so far to the non-noble edu-
cated elite. As Manchester points out, 
the word “popovich” was not in use 
until very recently. Hence Holy Fathers, 
Secular Sons, which is dedicated to the 
phenomenon of popovichi, offers an 
entirely new perspective for Russian 
cultural studies and the history of the 
Russian intelligentsia. ≈

anna janowiak
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is the result of a mutual distrust between the two 
populations concerning in no small part a diametri-
cally opposed view of history. The Russians see the 
monument as a symbol of liberation from the fascists, 
while the Estonians consider the Bronze Soldier as an 
expression of a nearly fifty-year Soviet occupation of 
the country.

Most of the Russian-speaking population does not 
want to, or cannot, understand the suffering of Estoni-
ans during the occupation, or even realize that Estonia 
and the other Baltic states were not “liberated” but 
rather were re-occupied by the Soviets in 1944, which, 
by the way, Russia does not recognize either. The gov-
ernments of Estonia and Latvia, for their part, shut out 
the Russian-speaking people from society by means 
of the citizenship laws introduced shortly after inde-
pendence in 1991, says Bengtsson. To retain citizen-
ship, knowledge of the respective national languages 
was demanded of the people who immigrated after 
the reestablishment of the Soviet empire in 1944.

In Lithuania, Russians were given the same rights as 
the Lithuanians after independence in 1991. Here, the 
question of the Russian minority was resolved more 
easily, since the number of Russian speakers was sig-
nificantly lower than in the neighboring countries.

These internal political problems in Estonia and 
Latvia also have a strong foreign policy dimension. 
The question of the position of the Russian speakers 
spills over to the relationship to Russia, a relationship 
which from time to time becomes highly strained. 
Moscow demands that the Russian-speaking popula-
tion be granted suffrage and citizenship, and there-
with interferes markedly in the internal affairs of the 
Baltic states. From the Russian side, there have been 
by no means infrequent attempts to dissolve Baltic  
cohesion. After the battle over the Bronze Soldier, it was 
Estonia that had to sit in the dog house, while Latvia — 
which, unlike Estonia, signed a new border agreement 
with Russia in 2005 — has temporarily benefited.

The experiences of sharing a border with a su-
perpower explain why the Balts so eagerly threw 
themselves into the arms of NATO in 2004, and why 
the yes side won so clearly on the issue of EU member-
ship that same year, says Bengtsson. The vote came 
to involve taking stand against Russia at least as much 
as it involved a strong appreciation of the value of the 
EU, and therefore even strong Euro-skeptics ended up 
adding their votes to the yes side. The EU and NATO 
memberships have given the Baltic countries defense 
security, and most people there feel no military threat 
from Russia today.

But EU membership has not been entirely problem-
free. In the Baltic countries, there is concern that the 
EU lacks a unified policy towards Russia. The disap-
pointment and consternation was obvious when, 
in Tallinn, Riga, and Vilnius, it became clear that an 
agreement between Germany and Russia to build a gas 
pipeline in the Baltic Sea had been concluded without 
first having been consulted by Berlin. Since energy 
supply had become a central component of European 

A
fter over a decade of the 
intoxication of freedom that 
followed liberation from the 
Soviet Union, and the steady 

economic growth of recent years, real-
ity now seems to have caught up with 
our Baltic neighbors. The tensions are 
growing within these countries pari 
passu the accumulating clouds over 
these tiger economies. Antagonisms 
between ethnic groups, the urban and 
the rural, rich and poor, young and old, 
are deepening. At the same time, there 
is a growing distrust of politicians, who 
seem to lack the solutions to many of 
the problems that countries are grapp-
ling with today. Populist movements 
are acquiring greater influence, and, 
on the foreign policy front, the relation-
ship with the powerful neighbor to the 
east, Russia, is a permanent source of 
concern.

Freelance journalist Arne Bengtsson 
and author Peter Handberg have each 
written two books depicting the Baltic 
countries’ recent history. A recurring 
theme for both authors is the marked 
role that history and especially the 
interpretation of the past play when 
solutions to current social problems are 
discussed.

Taking as his point of departure the 
poisoned atmosphere resulting from 
the decision to move the Bronze Sol-
dier, Bengtsson succeeds in presenting 
a sociopolitical analysis of post-Soviet 
developments in the Baltic countries, 
especially Estonia, that is as wide as it 
is deep. In a follow-up work, it is Latvia 
and Lithuania that are the focus. Both 
his books cover a broad spectrum of 
subjects and deal with many things: 
everything from Baltic domestic and 
foreign policy to social problems such 
as corruption, prostitution, trafficking, 
economic successes and setbacks, and 
environmental degradation.

The Bronze Soldier, a memorial to the 
Soviet Union’s victory in the war against 
Nazi Germany, which was erected in 
Tallinn a few years after the end of 
World War II, was moved in January of 
2007 on the initiative of the Estonian 
authorities from a central location to 
an out of the way place in the city. The 
action provoked violent protests from 
parts of the Russian-speaking popula-
tion, and also exposed a deep rift be-
tween the Estonian majority and the 
country’s Russian-speaking minority.

This rift, according to Bengtsson, 

security policy, it is hardly surprising 
that the German-Russian agreement 
made the Balts, but also the Poles, feel 
once again squeezed between two Eu-
ropean great powers. Memories of the 
Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact of 1939 did 
not feel entirely distant, and once again, 
people were reminded in an obvious 
way of the arrogance of major powers in 
relation to small nations.

In the politics of the day, the past 
thus makes itself felt in many ways. It 
is thus of great value that the historical 
perspectives receive a prominent place 
in Bengtsson’s books. He writes, with 
an insider’s command of his material, 
on developments in the Baltic States 
during World War II, about the occupa-
tion, the deportation, and persecution 
of Jews. Particularly fascinating is the 
story of the Japanese Consul Sugihara 
in Kaunas, who, like an Eastern Raoul 
Wallenberg, saved thousands of Jews in 
Lithuania. The thoroughly honorable 
efforts of the consul could nonetheless 
not prevent about ninety percent of the 
country’s Jews from perishing in the 
Holocaust, and, with that, the country 
tops a particularly non-flattering Euro-
pean statistic.

Taken as a whole, the picture of 
the condition of the Baltic republics 
Bengtsson paints is in many ways quite 
depressing. But is there no hope for the 
future? A key to continued economic 
growth and peaceful coexistence with 
the neighbor to the east is strongly 
linked to the success of a domestic 
policy that is able to bring Balts and 
Baltic-Russians closer together. Bengts-
son thinks that the only way forward 
is that Estonia and Latvia follow the 
example of Lithuania and give all inhab-
itants citizenship, and that, at the same 
time, the Baltic-Russians must come to 
terms with their view of history. Only 
then will one be able to speak of a real 
integration.

In addition, the Baltic countries must 
not only invest more in research and 
development, now that low pay is no 
longer a competitive advantage.  
Language skills in the population at 
large, not just in English but also in  
Russian, must also be seen as an asset. 
The Russian-speaking population is 
therefore indirectly of great importance 
if these countries want to play the  
economically and politically significant 
role of a bridge between Western Europe 
and Russia, as well as a role in a future 
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EU enlargement to the east, which 
many there are hoping for.

Both of Arne Bengtsson’s two books 
are extremely well-written and impor-
tant reflections of our Baltic neighbors, 
bursting with important knowledge 
and insightful reflections. He analyzes 
the rapid social transformation of the 
Baltic countries after the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union with great confidence 
and great sensitivity, and, in addition, 
provides valuable historical perspec-
tives on this development. These are 
two extremely important books on the 
dilemma faced by small nations living 
in the immediate vicinity of a great 
power, with which there is an, at best, 
uncertain relationship, and which has 
often been, to say the least, threatening. 
Moreover, the books also provide Baltic 
perspectives on the altered post-1989 
Europe that are very much worth con-
sidering.

In Peter Handberg’s books, the same 
Baltic annihilation theme depicted by 
Arne Bengtsson appears. In Undergång-
ens skuggor, however, the focus is not 
on the events that took place during 
World War II, but rather on the very real 
threat of global obliteration during the 
Cold War.

In the Baltic countries, nuclear weap-
ons bases began to be built in the 1950s 
and constituted an important part of 
the Soviet nuclear defense during the 
Cold War. With the help of modern GPS 
techno-logy, Handberg locates these 
now abandoned missile bases. In the 
search for traces of the destruction that 
never took place, he takes us to launch-
ing stations for planned human anni-
hilation, which are often not far from 
places where real extermination had 
taken place a half-century earlier.

Here, Handberg meets people who 
in various ways were involved in the 
work at the missile bases, from the com-
mander in charge of firing the missiles, 
to others, who worked with the danger-
ous handling of rocket fuel.

There seems not to have been any 
doubt that an order to carry out one’s 
mission would have been followed if it 
actually had come, nor do these people 
seem to have lived under any illusion 
about what this would have meant for 
them. The likely scenario was that if you 
had managed to press the button first, 
the base where you were located would 
itself be exposed in short order to a nu-
clear attack from the opposing side.

These attitudes seem to be pervasive among the 
people Handberg encounters, but interestingly 
enough — and perhaps not surprisingly — he finds 
the same mentality in the opposing camp. On nu-
clear weapons bases in the U.S., Handberg talks with 
“rocketeers” who, like their Soviet colleagues, neither 
would hesitate to follow the order to launch nor imag-
ined anything other than doom and destruction when 
the missile attacks had actually commenced.

What is also interesting is attitudes to the bases 
among the local population of the Baltic countries. 
Here, fear is mixed with a certain admiration for, or 
even pride in the lethal activity, and the past is not in-
frequently spoken of in elegiac terms: “Then, we had 
balls out in the country.” The image of a potent past is 
strengthened significantly by the contrast with the de-
cline that characterizes the nuclear facilities today.

But the missile bases and the nuclear threat have 
not simply left impressions in people’s memories. 
More physical traces of the activities have continued 
to characterize the Baltic countries even after the 
dismantling of the bases and the retreat of the Soviet 
troops. Health problems such as cancer are common, 
especially among the personnel who worked with 
rocket fuel, caused by toxins that have given rise to a 
more real and palpable threat of death than the nucle-
ar weapons themselves. Large amounts of toxins were 
dumped in the land around the missile bases, which 
has led to alarming environmental problems, and has 
been costly because of the need to decontaminate the 
area.

Not unexpectedly, yet presumably not known to 
most Swedes, one of the results of Handberg’s inves-
tigations is that the Baltic nuclear weapons, among 
many potential targets in Western Europe, were also 
intended for Sweden, which was seen by the Soviet 
military leadership as little more than a base of troop 
support for NATO. Swedish and Baltic history are 
therewith bound together in a chilling way during a  
period that otherwise was characterized by a discon-
tinuance of contacts between the countries.

Undergångens skuggor is a piece of extremely 
fascinating and at the same time frightening recent 
history about our immediate surroundings. Handberg 
has proceeded very systematically and carefully in 
his efforts to locate the missile bases and map out 
their activities, which gives the book a much-needed 
documentary solidity, while the encounters with the 
people who were involved in the activities gives life to 
the story. With unerring formulations, and penetrat-
ing observations, Handberg captures the daily drama 
of the Cold War with great empathy.

I would also like to emphasize Handberg’s extraor-
dinary ability to connect the nuclear build-up in the 
Baltic countries to the global arms race, in which local 
history is connected to world-historical events. This 
was particularly evident during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, when nuclear missiles from the Baltic countries 
were transported all the way to the Caribbean.

In Peter Handberg’s follow-up book, we can also 
follow along on the author’s journeys through the 

Baltic countries. Here, however, it is not 
nuclear weapons bases that constitute 
the primary targets. The journey takes 
him to other places where he meets the 
figures and characters from the years af-
ter the collapse of the Soviet Union. One  
moment he comes across an incarcerated 
murder suspect in Narva, or is partici-
pating in a theater production in Tartu, 
the next moment he is drinking coffee 
with a Senegalese professional associa-
tion football player in Daugavpils.

By allowing the voices of people 
themselves to be heard, Handberg 
brings to life a piece of tumultuous 
recent history in the post-Soviet Baltic 
countries, where the changes on the 
surface, symbolically, in the form of the 
replacement of the hammer and sickle 
of the old system having been replaced 
by advertising signs for large multina-
tional corporations, seem to take place 
significantly faster than the reshaping 
of people’s attitudes. He digs deep into 
many fascinating life stories and uncov-
ers worldviews that have been shaped 
by experiences from World War II and 
the Soviet occupation that followed.

It is particularly captivating to ex-
amine the testimonies of people who in 
one way or another have stood by the 
occupying powers during World War 
II. What makes these stories valuable 
is that they are about ordinary people 
who, under pressure from the occupy-
ing forces, carried out deeds that had 
gruesome consequences. These are peo-
ple who most often have not received 
the same attention as the executioners, 
but to the same extent as the execution-
ers were themselves necessary cogs in 
the machinery of extermination.

The former railway official, Ojars, 
coupled railway cars that were carrying 
his countrymen to Siberia or were trans-
porting Jews from different corners of 
Europe to more nearby locations for the 
Holocaust in Latvia. These events have 
plagued Ojars ever since, and he has 
often felt guilt, and ruminated over why 
he, without any resistance, served both 
the Soviet and the Nazi masters.

But not everyone is as eager to share 
their experiences of the past. When 
Handberg meets Ojars’s childhood 
friend Janis, a police constable during 
the war, he meets with resistance. Ac-
cording to Handberg, Janis was most 
likely involved in the murder of Jews, 
but Handberg never manages to get an-
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about the Balts’ involvement in the Holocaust than 
discussing these same people’s suffering during fifty 
years of Communist dictatorship.

A victim mentality is always present in the Baltic 
countries. It seems to turn into an absurd struggle, 
a contest over who has suffered most, Russians dur-
ing Nazism, or Balts during Communism, and finally, 
Jews, under both regimes. Perhaps it is also this 
struggle to be the most oppressed which continues to 
create problems for the Baltic countries and is part of 
what makes a rapprochement between the Balts and 
Baltic-Russians so problematic.

Kärleksgraven is a very remarkable and interesting 
book, written with tremendous stylistic acuity and in 
a most diverse and expressive language. As in Under-
gångens skuggor, the author succeeds completely in 
connecting people’s everyday experiences to major 
international political events. In the quotidian, the 
greatest revolutionary period in the history of Europe 
since World War II is reflected.

Finally, to summarize Bengtsson’s and Handberg’s 
books, I would like to emphasize that in all four depic-
tions, solid knowledge of the history and domestic 
conditions of the Baltic countries is combined with 
analytical accuracy. In encounters with people and 
memories, our neighbors’ dramatic past is brought 

swers to his questions about precisely 
how Janis was involved, whether he 
himself was one of the executioners or 
“only” stood guard at the place of ex-
ecution. For Handberg, the total silence 
he encounters is oh so telling.

Ojars’s remorse and Janis’s denial or 
active repression are two ways in which 
the unpleasant events of the past have 
been handled in the postwar Baltic 
countries. People speak of the outrages 
during the Nazi occupation only with 
great reluctance, and people definitely 
do not want to be associated with the 
Holocaust. The mere possibility of any 
suspected involvement means that 
questions about whether one was an 
informant or a sympathizer during the 
Soviet occupation are passed over in 
silence. There is also a clear sense of 
disappointment with the West, which 
is thought to have betrayed the Baltic 
states during Soviet occupation and 
which now — after the liberation — 
seems more intent on asking questions 

to life in an extraordinarily captivating 
way. These books constitute excellent 
entry points for anyone looking for 
knowledge about the Baltic countries. 
Therefore, I must warmly recommend 
them. ≈

torbjörn eng
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T
his is Thomas von Vegesack’s 
story about his father, Arved 
von Vegesack, but it is also a 
story about an entire genera-

tion of Baltic Germans whose lives were 
far removed from ours, though their 
time was not.

Arved von Vegesack lived at a time 
when the Baltic-German nobility was 
losing its position. From being socially, 
politically, and economically dominant, 
and representing the Latvian and Esto-
nian peasantry, the nobility ended up 
in a position of disintegration, when a 
cosmopolitan life-view was opposed 
to the nation-state. As a child, Arved 
was taught that he belonged to a select 
and privileged social class, that he was 
superior to those who served him. He 
was inoculated with the Baltic-German 
virtues: a deeply rooted concept of 
honor and great loyalty to authority. He 
was indoctrinated with the idea that it 
had, since the early middle ages, been 
the lot of the Baltic-German nobility to 
rule and administer the Baltic region 
and to bring German enlightenment 
and culture to the region. As a grown 
man, he suffered the indignity of seeing 
this image used against him, of seeing 
“Baltic-German” become synonymous 
with exploitation and repression.

His family probably belonged to the 
mid-tier of the Baltic-German nobility — 
well-off, but living in a wooden manor, 
and sometimes dependent on family 
ties to help them through crises, fam-
ily ties that could be traced back many 
generations and through several noble 
lines. Arved grew up and received his 
education in the late 1800s. During this 
time, the social climate became increas-
ingly harsh in the Baltic area, with grow-
ing ethnic, political, and economic an-
tagonism. The Russian state’s attempt 
to Russianize the whole Empire put 
Baltic-German culture and education 
in the shade. This culture and educa-
tion had formerly given them a “natural 
right” to high positions in the army and 
administration. German, which had 
been spoken everywhere in the public 
sphere, was now being replaced by 
Russian. With ever-greater regularity, 
the central government would question 
the Baltic Germans’ loyalty to the Rus-
sian Empire. In spite of this, Arved von 
Vegesack was among those who stayed 
in the Baltic region and received their 
education there, though he did, after-
wards, take his doctor’s degree in chem-

istry in Germany. During his student days, he had 
already begun showing some characteristics peculiar 
to his personality and social position. His time at the 
university in Tartu was divided between participating 
in the survival of aspects of the old order — including 
a life in the German student unions with duels over 
matters of honor — and in the ideal of the new era, i.e. 
being a successful student and researcher, dedicated 
to serving science. His studies were interrupted by the 
tumultuous years around 1905 when political activism 
among the workers and the peasantry unsaddled the 
Baltic Germans and forced them to appeal to the Tsar-
ist army for help in restoring order. As was the case for 
many Baltic-German families, the unrest had dire con-
sequences for the von Vegesacks, economically as well 
as personally. Manors that Arved had visited as a child 
were burned down and two of his maternal uncles fell 
victim to the violence.

Like so many Baltic Germans, Arved von Vegesack 
left the Baltic region after 1905, in his case to gain a 
chance to develop and employ his expertise in Ger-
many. Here also, he is torn between the prospects of 
research and the responsibility he feels for his home 
and for Livonia. It seems certain, though, that his time 
is characterized by a feeling of uprootedness. He finds 
himself placed between a Livonia, where the Baltic 
Germans’ star is fading, and a Germany, where the 
Baltic Germans do not have the best of reputations. 
Was it, perhaps, this feeling of uprootedness that 
caused him to settle in Sweden in 1911, after his mar-
riage to the Swede Inga af Segerström? But his feelings 
of loyalty interpose themselves, and he soon returns 
to what is now the Russian province of Estonia. Up 
until the outbreak of the war, he occupies himself with 
research and planning peat-digging operations.

Because Arved was unswervingly loyal to the Rus-
sian state, he fought as a cavalry officer on the Russian 
side during World War I, even though he knew that 
some of his relatives and close friends were fighting 
on the German side. He gives a moving description 
of the war, including his initial fascination with the 
war as an adventure, his faith in his own capabilities, 
and, finally, his awakening to the fact that the war was 
a meaningless and endless nightmare. The Russian 
capitulation released Arved from his obligations to 
Russia. He could once again turn his loyalty to Livonia 
and participate in the Estonian liberation struggle on 
the side of the nationalists.

In a poignant chapter, we can read Arved’s own 
account of his time as a captive of the Bolsheviks in 
Tartu, and of an occasion when many lives were saved 
because an execution of prisoners was interrupted 
by Estonian troops approaching the city. The end of 
World War I also became the end of Arved’s life in the 
Baltic area. But instead of beginning a new life in Ger-
many, where his expertise was in demand, he rejoined 
his family in Sweden.

Like many other Baltic Germans, he probably did 
not feel at home in interwar Germany, with which he 
shared little but the language. But according to his son 
Thomas, a renowned Swedish publisher, he did not 

feel at home in Sweden either. He was 
pained by the lack of knowledge about 
the world that he encountered there, 
and the fact that the Swedish picture of 
Europe included only its western parts.

After some initial reverses, Arved 
got a position in Sweden as a researcher 
at Munkfors Bruk (Munkfors Mill), a 
position he kept for the rest of his life. 
His research resulted in several patents 
on steel edging, but these were too 
advanced to be of commercial value 
during his life time. We learn little about 
Arved the scientist and innovator from 
this book, perhaps because a prior 
work, by E. Börje Bergsman (1988), has 
already dealt with this aspect of Arved’s 
life. There might be another reason, as 
well. Arved’s professional life may not 
have belonged to the world he describes 
in the letters that Thomas von Vegesack 
uses as a source. The letters slant the 
book’s narrative, towards a focus on the 
war years and Arved’s youth. Thomas 
von Vegesack does, however, succeed 
in capturing the spirit of the time, by 
weaving in the lives of his father’s moth-
er and siblings. Historically, the book 
is a balanced, personal account whose 
author is not afraid to mention the in-
justices that the Baltic, feudal society 
stood for — but who, on the other hand, 
cannot entirely reconcile himself to the 
idea that the right to live in a country is 
not the same as the right to rule it.

In the introduction to the book, the 
author describes his father as difficult 
to approach, and alienated from the 
Swedish society in which he lived until 
his death. Arved von Vegesack’s life 
symbolizes so much of what was Baltic-
German: a patriarchal feeling of respon-
sibility to the country that was ruled, a 
moral obligation and a consciousness 
of honor and social standing, but also 
an ability to constantly keep up with 
the times and conform to new demands 
and new rulers. These were character-
istics that were not always appreciated 
in the emerging welfare-state of Swe-
den. ≈ 

johan eellend
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	   I.
Two years after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, the Soviet Union disintegrated. 
This spelled the end the Cold War era 
which had been characterized by po-
larization and tension between the two 
world powers, the U.S. and the Soviet 
Union — by the “balance of terror”. 
When we witnessed the presidents 
of Russia, Belarus and Ukraine sign a 
tripartite agreement that declared the 
countries independent yet linked in a 
union, we were surprised at the geo-
political changes that had taken place. 
Very soon, twelve of the fifteen former 
Soviet Republics had joined this union. 
The three Baltic republics, Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania, did not join.

When the economic, political and 
military power of a terror balance weak-
ens and dissolves, what happens? Who 
takes over and controls developments? 
Or is it really essential that control be 
taken?

When the Soviet Union collapsed, I 
was surprised to find that many, other-
wise reasonable and experienced peo-
ple, apparently believed in some sort of 

“natural” development. They believed that these soci-
eties, once they were liberated from what was seen as 
an oppressive social-realist ideology, would revert to a 
natural type of state: a democratic system populated 
by citizens who were motivated to work, not only to 
improve their own and their families’ economic situa-
tion, but for the benefit of society as a whole. In many 
political camps, there was an amazingly naive belief in 
the ”free” person, who was naturally good, enterpris-
ing, and hard-working. One might even claim that this 
free person, as described, could easily be mistaken for 
a stereotypical representative of the American middle 
class. And this is hardly surprising, since this stere-
otype could be placed in perfect opposition to that of 
the true Marxist proletarian.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, it was gener-
ally assumed that this identity existed, and the popula-
tions of the now “free” states could and should emu-
late it. This identity was different from, even opposite 
to, everything the Marxist state and the proletarian 
person had stood for. There were lofty ambitions: this 
transformation, to the modern European state and 
to the Western identity, was necessary and would be 
achieved. And there was great confidence that the 
transformation would take place quickly.

At a conference on organizational identity, held 
in Turku in 1995, a researcher from Warsaw, Monika 
Kostera, described how Polish companies had called in 
business consultants who were to ensure a rapid tran-
sition to new institutional and organizational routines. 

But both the Polish client and the — usu-
ally — North American consultant lacked 
knowledge of each other’s culture. The 
Polish organization thought it would 
be possible to turn its business into 
something very much like a stereotypi-
cally successful American enterprise; 
whereas the American consultant was 
usually far too ignorant to realize that 
each culture has its own history and its 
own, particular processes of change. 
During the conference, the question was 
raised whether it is at all possible to ac-
complish thoroughgoing social changes 
if these are engineered by experts from 
a different cultural background. If social 
development is to be controlled exter-
nally, it is essential that one have, among 
other things, access to information. This 
again requires that the economic and 
political culture be transparent. Such 
transparency did not exist at the time of 
the Soviet Union’s collapse. On the other 
hand, nor could an internally developed 
transformation ensure the wished-for 
changes. The post-communist states 
chose a middle way — a political and 
economic course of development which 
was steered partly from the inside and 
partly from the outside. During this de-
velopment, they were very attentive to 
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comparisons between themselves and 
other nation-states. 

The transformation of the post-
communist states — this revolutionary 
political and economic quasi-exper-
iment — was very much appreciated 
by researchers in the social sciences. 
Now, for the first time, there was an op-
portunity to study, in real time, how a 
planned economy is transformed into 
a market economy, how a one-party 
state turns itself into a multi-party state 
and perhaps, also, how Western (often 
called “modern”) values are spread 
within social institutions and social 
groups. The collapse of the Soviet Union 
also meant that secret archives were 
opened to researchers; it became easier 
to gain access to interviewees who 
could relate their former and present 
experiences. In some cases, this access 
to entirely new data and experiences 
had unexpected results.

I remember a thesis in political sci-
ence written in 1987, which compared 
social welfare and lifestyles in East and 
West Germany.1  In the study, which was 
competently conducted and fulfilled 
the quality requirements of good sci-
entific work, the researcher had been 
forced to rely on the official statistics of 
what was then East Germany. Among 
other things, the study showed that the 
welfare levels in the two German states 
were on par, even though they had 
been reached in two entirely different 
political and economic systems. As it 
later turned out, this conclusion was 
erroneous. Data to which one gained 
access after the unification of East and 
West Germany proved that the East 
German statistics had been grossly mis-
leading. Such sources of error should 
no longer be as great a problem. These 
states are now obliged to keep correct 
statistics and show transparency vis-à-
vis the surrounding world. They wish 
to accomplish extensive changes, and 
for this they depend on assistance from 
helpful Western states and institutions. 
And as it turned out, the need for re-
sources supplied from the outside was 
extensive.

	  II.
The Central and East European states 
went through their transformation 
at a time when a new instrument had 

become popular among consultants in organizational 
change: benchmarking. After twenty years, this instru-
ment retains its popularity. The trend makes itself par-
ticularly felt in the public sector. Benchmarking sup-
posedly enables one to compare public institutions to 
other, more successful, organizations — granted that 
these resemble the public institution enough to make 
a comparison meaningful — and to set one’s goals ac-
cordingly. Where the structural development of states 
is concerned, benchmarking is now extremely common. 

To make it easier to compare states, a large number 
of scrutinizing organizations have been created. Some 
of these are transnational organizations that evaluate 
various aspects of a given society’s structures and proc-
esses. We encounter such evaluations in our daily news-
papers. They give an account of how countries com-
pare internationally — on issues such as, for instance, 
welfare, lifestyle, health and the quality of education.

A doctoral dissertation published in 2007 accounts 
for the transformation of post-Soviet states by focus-
ing on the transnational organizations that scrutinize 
and compare states. The author, Matilda Dahl, was 
associated with the Baltic and East European Graduate 
School, BEEGS, at Södertörn University. The purpose 
of her dissertation is to analyze ”the role of scrutiny as 
a practice of transnational regulation in the transfor-
mation of states”. The more specific objective of the 
research is to describe how the process of evaluation 
represents and constructs states that are undergoing 
a transition.

The study focuses on evaluation processes that were 
carried out after 1993. Matilda Dahl’s premise is that 
such evaluations might work in two ways. They might 
depict the states under evaluation, and grade them ac-
cording to various factors. They might, however, also 
affect the states themselves. An organization may, for 
example, evaluate the degree to which various states 
have a culture of corruption, and then plot its find-
ings on a graduated scale. If this scale is subsequently 
publicized in the media, it will give a general picture of 
which states need to change when it comes to corrup-
tion. This may, in turn, stimulate a process of change. 
Dahl thinks our understanding of the transformation 
of the post-communist states can benefit from re-
search into the praxis of organizations whose task it is 
to scrutinize states. For the study of the development 
of post-communist states, this is an unusual choice 
of focus. Nevertheless, it has turned out to be very 
rewarding.

Dahl carried out three case studies. She investi-
gated three influential evaluations which differed with 
respect to organization, ways of approaching the task, 
and subjects evaluated. Furthermore, the evaluations 
chosen covered the areas described in the Copenhagen 
Criteria of the EU: the political, the economical and the 
administrative. She ended up with the following or-
ganizations: the European Commission, the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), 
and Transparency International (TI). 

Another decisive issue was the choice of states to 
be included in the study. Matilda Dahl chose the Baltic 

states — small states to whom the evalu-
ations were critical, as they were keen 
on joining the EU community. Further-
more, their small size meant that they 
might well be influenced by statements 
made during the evaluation process. 
Finally, these countries were dependent 
on the resources that might be provided 
in case the evaluations were positive.

For each and every one of the evalu-
ating organizations, a case study was 
done. The following questions were 
asked: Who, in the organization, did 
the evaluating? What exactly did they 
evaluate? And how did the evaluation 
turn out? In her analysis of the Euro-
pean Commission, Dahl establishes that 
its evaluation was done in cooperation 
with the evaluated state, and that the 
latter had great influence on the final 
content of the evaluation report. Not 
surprisingly, the evaluation primarily 
focused on aspects that were relevant to 
criteria for EU membership. The evalu-
ation process was extensive, complex, 
and took place over a number of years. 
It also involved a large number of the 
evaluated states’ civil servants.

The EBRD is owned by 61 countries 
and two international institutions. Its 
main purpose is to participate in the 
structural development of Central Eu-
ropean and Central Asian states’ mar-
ket economies and democracies. The 
EBRD’s assistance primarily consists of 
investments in the private sector, often 
in cooperation with a commercial part-
ner. But in order to receive this assist-
ance, a state must fulfill certain criteria. 
It must have a democratic multiparty 
system, pluralism, and a functioning 
market economy. The EBRD investi-
gates whether individual states fulfill 
such criteria. As Matilda Dahl observes, 
the bank functions as a centralized 
organization which has individual 
sub-organizations that work according 
to different business logics. These sub-
organizations must take into considera-
tion a multitude of interested parties, 
including governments, investors, and 
funding recipients. The EBDR evaluates 
both investment projects and the recipi-
ent states. It pays particular attention 
to the consequences that its own efforts 
might have. The progress of the projects 
and the states’ transformation to a mar-
ket economy are monitored.

Transparency International (TI) 
evaluates the level of corruption in indi-
vidual states. TI is a non-profit organiza-

Continued. Dissertation review
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tion. It has its headquarters in Berlin but 
has local chapters in the various states. 
Thus, the organization’s structure re-
sembles that of a commercial franchise. 
The objective of the chapters is ”bring-
ing together people worried about cor-
ruption”. The goal is to raise the level 
of responsibility and transparency. In 
order to achieve this, the organization 
conducts a variety of surveys of the situ-
ation in different states, which are then 
publicized as the product of TI. The 
surveys are concerned with different 
aspects of the corruption that people 
experience. The information about cor-
ruption is often based on the opinions 
of various elite groups. But local chap-
ters are also directly concerned with 
bringing about change. They attempt to 
find solutions to the corruption prob-
lem through discussions. 

Matilda Dahl assesses the evaluation 
methods of the three different organiza-
tions by comparing them with the clas-
sic auditing method ideal. She wants an 
answer to the question of whether these 
governmental evaluation processes can 
compare to the audits made by corpo-
rate organizations. The result is an ex-
traordinarily clear table of differences 
between the European Commission, 
the EBRD and TI. 

As is clear from this table, the or-
ganizations differ on several points. 
At the same time — and contrary to the 
author’s expectations — the evalua-
tions led not only to critique but also to 
“comfort” (komfort). This was the case 
for all organizations, evaluators as well 

as evaluated. In these situations one could discern a 
high degree of mutuality, dialogue, socialization, and 
internal disclosure of the evaluation results. When the 
scrutinizing organizations took a critical stance, how-
ever, Matilda Dahl found that the distance between 
evaluated and evaluator became more pronounced. 
A comparison of the three organizations also showed 
that different mandates and objectives determined 
how encouragement and critique was handled. On the 
one hand, an evaluation could reassure a state by in-
dicating that it was moving in the right direction. This 
came out clearly in evaluations done by the European 
Commission. On the other hand, an evaluation could 
create conflicts and cause problems. This happened 
in the cases of both TI and the EBRD. These organiza-
tions could also, however, create a certain “comfort”, 
by offering their critique in cooperation with the scru-
tinized state. 

This study’s crucial question is whether, in these 
cases, the extensive scrutiny of the post-communist 
states had an impact on their transformation. The 
study is premised on the assumption that the evalu-
ation procedure not only reflects a reality — it is also 
part of that reality, i.e. it contributes to its creation. 
How is this possible? Audits and evaluations are far 
from being neutral technologies. Dahl describes how 
resources are being mobilized in an interplay between 
those who have them and those who want them. For 
states with few resources, membership in the EU and 
the chance of attracting capital investments to the 
country’s private sector are strong motives for accept-

ing the evaluators and for conforming to their require-
ments. The evaluation is coupled to the allocation of 
resources. Furthermore, it affects not only the alloca-
tion of material resources. A state’s reputation is de-
pendent on whether it has been evaluated, especially 
if the evaluating organization has great legitimacy. The 
legitimacy of organizations such as TI, which examine 

government corruption, is, of course, 
dependent on the organization’s own 
political legitimacy. Matilda Dahl ob-
serves that TI wins this legitimacy by 
referring to the scientific research on 
which its evaluations are based. Sci-
entific research lends the evaluations 
legitimacy, and hence lends legitimacy 
to the object of the evaluation. Accord-
ing to Dahl, this is particularly true in 
cases where the evaluation results are 
expressed in quantitative terms.  These 
make it possible to place different states 
on one and the same comparative scale.

	III .
The great quasi-experiment, which 
began with the end of the Cold War, 
led to the emergence of a number of 
post-communist states that, for various 
reasons — including both internal and 
external pressures — began to strive 
for new identities and new economic 
and political affiliations. In her dis-
sertation, Matilda Dahl clearly shows 
that the transition process which then 
began, and which continues today, was 
influenced by the transnational evalu-
ation organizations’ engagement in the 
development of these countries. She 
points out that the evaluations entailed 
a number of different processes which, 
in many cases, led to changes in the 
political, economic, and administrative 
institutions of these states. The disserta-
tion is an extremely well-written and 
informative study of these issues. Dahl 
underpins her analyses with a structur-
al mapping of both the scrutinizing or-
ganizations and the states. This demon-
strates her analytical talents, while her 
fine writing style makes the dissertation 
interesting and pleasant to read.

Can Matilda Dahl’s dissertation con-
tribute to a greater understanding of 
states under evaluation? Certainly. But, 
being the outstanding piece of research 
that it is, it also makes the reader pon-
der over the situation that the Baltic 
states now face.

One can thus establish that the exten-
sive evaluations done by the European 
Commission, the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development, and 
by Transparency International have not 
succeeded in making these countries 
immune to the difficulties they face in 

table 8. Summary and comparison of the three cases of scrutiny

European 
Commission

EBRD Transparency 
International

Connection between 
local and central levels

participant: locals as 
colleagues

integrated: locals as 
ambassadors

autonomous: locals as 
franchise-takers

Relationship (between 
scrutinizer and those 
under scrutiny)

reciprocity contingency separation

Evidence achievements in 
adapting to the EU

economic records perceptions of corruption by 
experts and public

Expectation criteria for EU 
membership

standard of market economies ideal of absence of corruption

Evaluation description of 
achievements 

judgment of change aggregation of perceptions

Communication text index ranking

Audiences core actors transition communities mass media
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September, 1808. A month that sealed Finland’s fate

quence was population decreases and 
the impoverishment of settled areas. 
Forsgård’s accounts provide support for 
the idea that the war hardly ended with 
a ceasefire, or when the peace treaty 
was signed on September 17, 1809. For 
the individual man or woman, the war 
continued as long as illness claimed vic-
tims and life in the material sense had 
not returned to normal. In many cases, 
it took several years before normalcy re-
turned. The beginning and end of a war 
can thus in some respects be relative 
phenomena.

Perhaps it might have been possible 
to reflect even further on the women 
who baked the bread and the farmers 
who did the transporting. Here, the 
problem lies in the nature of the source 
material. The diseases have left traces, 
but bread-baking and troop and ma-
teriel transport have surely not done so. 
Nonetheless, it was likely bread-baking, 
transport, and the provision of accom-
modations that actually made the pros-
ecution of the war possible.

Forsgård devotes considerable space 
to the Battle of Oravais. It was the blood-
iest of all the battles. With a good eye for 
the overall course of events of the war, 
and with a sense of how it can be used 
for educational purposes, Forsgård sees 
the Battle of Oravais as illustrative of the 
entire war: the Russian attack on the 
north, the Swedish retreat, the Swedish 
counteroffensive, and the final Rus-
sian victory and the Swedes’ desperate 
withdrawal. Döbeln’s Battle of Jutas is 
of course also included in the historian 
of ideas’ depiction of the war. This is 
partly because Döbeln is a compelling 
figure, but also because of Runeberg’s 
poem “Döbeln vid Jutas” [Döbeln at 
Jutas], which surely should be num-
bered among the most famous of all the 
poems in the epic of Finnish national 
poetry, Fänrik Ståls sägner [The Tales of 
Ensign Stål].

One characteristic of Forsgård’s 

book still needs to be highlighted. The 
author himself says that he wants to 
open windows onto important people 
and events in Europe. Therefore, peo-
ple such as Goethe, Beethoven, and Carl 
von Clausewitz figure prominently in 
the book. They are linked in an interest-
ing way to events in Finland. The author 
has a desire here to show the reader 
that there is a concurrence of events in 
Finland and on the Continent. The war 
is placed in its European context. Here, 

F
inland’s future was settled in September 
1808. Before the year was over, the eastern 
part of the Swedish kingdom would be oc-
cupied and controlled by Russian troops. 

The decisive military outcome had already arrived 
with the Battles at Ruona and Salmi on the 1st and 2nd of 
September. With the Battle of Oravais on September 
14, the last Swedish attempt to reverse their fortunes 
in the war, Sweden’s defeat was confirmed. Hope-
lessly unsuccessful landings in the Turku area during 
the second half of the month simply underlined the 
inevitable. Despite the often crisp, clear air of the Nor-
rland autumn, the month of September 1808 carries 
with it a heavy sense of fate. It was in the increasingly 
chilly nights that the Swedish-Finnish army dragged 
itself out of Finland. Those who remained were Finn-
ish civilians, who were left to the Russian authorities, 
with their demands for a pledge of allegiance to a new 
ruler. In addition, there was a Russian army with an 
inexhaustible need for food and shelter.

It is this important month in the collective Swedish-
Finnish past that is the starting point for historian of 
ideas Nils Erik Forsgård’s book. The book gives a series 
of snapshots, or on-the-spot accounts, that capture 
the events from several perspectives. It is precisely in 
the different perspectives that the pre-sentation has 
its decisive strength. Classic historical events like the 
Finnish War often tend to be described on the basis of 
old, ingrained patterns of thought. Forsgård’s book ex-
emplifies the renaissance in research into the Finnish 
War that took place in the 1990s. The purely military-
historical perspectives, which tended to focus on the 
actions of the most prominent historical actors, were 
increasingly joined by studies on the civilian popula-
tion qua resource for the conduct of war, the con-
sequences of the war for Finns from different social 
groups, and the reactions to the systematic Russian 
pacification policy. The explanations for why the war 
went the way it did multiplied, and were increasingly 
rooted in the preconditions of warfare — maintenance 
and transport — rather than being grounded simply in 
the decisions of highly placed commanders.

In Forsgård’s well-written and illuminating book, 
the themes of the new research appear in many of the 
chapters, where we can meet people as they come to 
life from the source material: the plundered farmers, 
the refugees from Finland in Stockholm, the true Anna 
Bärlund and the made-up Amalia, Second Lieutenant 
Ljunggren, Battalion Pastor Holm, and many more. 
One theme that in many ways has the power to shake 
even a contemporary reader — even though today we 
are jaded because of all of the misery that we encoun-
ter daily in the media — is the ravages of disease. Illness 
was not only the cause of most of the losses among the 
soldiers, but also claimed the lives of tens of thousands 
of civilians. Forsgård brings the chilling diseases and 
their progression to life. The Finnish War, in the same 
way as almost all wars in pre-industrial Europe, quite 
simply was the history of the spread of illness and its 
lethal potential. The medical care available at the time 
was powerless in the face of the epidemics. The conse-
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the year 2009. While this is being writ-
ten, Latvia is in political and economic 
turmoil. In the last quarter of 2008, 
the country’s economy shrank by 10.5 
percent. The government resigned in 
late February 2009. The president has 
called for more efficient governing of 
the country, and many blame the large 
Swedish banks for the economic crisis, 
as these, over the last years, have pro-
vided a major proportion of the loans. 
The de-regulation of the capital markets 
and the privatization of the banking 
system that took place as part of the 
adaptation to the EU’s inner market are 
not features that guarantee the kind of 
”free” state that was dreamt of when 
the Soviet Union collapsed. Latvia is, 
in many respects, dependent on other, 
larger political and economic systems, 
and is subject to the vagaries of time.

Do we now detect the signs of another 
up-coming collapse, that of modern-
ism? Are these evaluating organizations 
trying to be modern and rational at the 
dawn of a postmodern era, in which 
we can no longer rely on an enduring 
pool of competence dwelling beneath 
the shiny surface of the financial world? 
This dissertation does not focus on, or 
question, the aspects that evaluating 
organizations choose to investigate, or 
on the values and economic and politi-
cal theories that govern their actions. 
But in the time to come — which some 
already call the era of de-globalization, 
or the era of protectionism — we might 
soon see some exciting dissertations 
about the development of the Baltic 
states, dissertations that, conforming to 
the new spirit of the time, build on dif-
ferent ideas of how to develop the good 
state. Matilda Dahl gives a hint of this, 
in her conclusion, when she reflects on 
whether modern society exists here and 
now — or whether it exists at all. ≈ 

guje sevón
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the author and I are in complete agree-
ment. Even though the Finnish War was 
a “drama on the periphery of a world 
war” (see BW I:1), as Max Engman puts 
it, it is all the same a part of the history 
of Europe. The Finnish War must be 
understood in the context of the larger 
developments in Europe. The suffering 
of individuals can perhaps be depicted 
without such parallels, but the suffering 
nonetheless acquires greater relevance 
with the insight that experiences in the 
Finnish War were shared by many other 
Europeans. Forsgård points out that 
the Finnish War can perhaps be said to 
have begun in 1804 — or at least 1805. 
Gustav IV Adolf had decided to take a 
stand against Napoleon in 1804, and, 
in 1805, broke the neutrality that had 
existed previously in an unmistakable 
way when Sweden joined the Third 
Coalition. That this, from a realpolitik 
standpoint, was disastrous, is known 
by all. The parallels to developments 
on the Continent are conveyed in Fors-
gård’s book by, among other things, 
descriptions of the Congress of Erfurt 
in September–October 1808 — an event 
that took place as the Swedish army 
was slowly being forced out of Finland. 
Napoleon and Alexander I sat and dis-
cussed a continuation of the Treaty of 
Tilsit from the summer of 1807 — the 
agreement that made possible the Rus-
sian attack on Sweden in February of 
1808. As far as we know, nothing was 
said explicitly about Finland during the 
Tilsit discussions. Nevertheless, top- 
level political matters proved decisive. 
No matter how one looks at the signifi-
cance of the period of 1808–09, it was 
the caprice of the politics of Europe 
that led to the break-up of the Swedish 
Realm.

The topic of people’s war, or gue-
rilla war, is also addressed, where the 
Spanish rebellion against the French 
invaders has its obvious place. Perhaps 
it would be possible to see the uprising 
of the Finnish peasants as part of a 
European movement. One might have 
hoped that the discussion surround-
ing the Russian pacification of Finland 
had been given more space. While the 
Russians skillfully won the battle for 
the hearts and minds of the Finns, the 
French managed to completely alienate 
the Spanish population. The reactions 
and behavior of the various sections 
of the population regarding the new 
Russian regime is a delicate matter. A 

polarization arose between those who complied and 
those who resisted. In September 1808, those who 
had fought realized that it was over. Everything came 
to a head precisely during that month. Had the fight 
been in vain, were the sacrifices on the battlefield of 
Oravais simply a wasted effort? To survey such issues 
is perhaps not the primary task of the historian, but 
the issues are extremely relevant. September was the 
month when the outcome was decided. In retrospect, 
the Swedes and the Finns had a tendency, as Engman 
quite rightly points out, to see the historical develop-
ments as inevitable and beneficial for everyone in-
volved. The question is: Is this really the case?

Finally, Forsgård’s book can be recommended for 
an additional reason. The book gives a good feel for 
the moods that prevailed in 1808. The book should not 
be seen as an attempt at a complete reconstruction. 
Forsgård is very clear about this in his foreword. At the 
same time, because of the good re-ferences provided 

in the book, the reader has the possibil-
ity of comparing the often problematic 
sources, in the form of diaries and 
memoirs, with today’s research. This 
gives the author’s work a certain solid-
ity. Forsgård has helped to shed light on 
the chain of events and circumstances 
that became the dissolution of the 
Swedish-Finnish Kingdom. ≈ 
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In the spirit of Linnaeus and the footsteps 
of Thunberg: The last research voyage

adventures, too, have been depicted in novel form, 
in the Dane Thorkild Hansen’s Det lykkelige Arabien 
[The Happy Arabia/Arabia felix].) Others were more 
fortunate, including Carl Peter Thunberg (1743–1828), 
the founder of Japanese botany and the successor to 
Linnaeus’ chair in Uppsala (after an interlude during 
which it was occupied by Linnaeus’ son and namesake 
Carl).

Thunberg also sent trainees to foreign lands. The 
last to undertake a truly great journey to another part 
of the world was Clas Fredrik Hornstedt (1758–1809). 
In 1783, he boarded one of the Swedish East India 
Company’s ships in Göteborg, “Sophia Magdalena”, 
and ended up in the large commercial station Batavia 
on the island of Java, the capital of the Dutch colonial 
empire. It was also the last time that the company was 
involved in sending naturalists on expeditions. Horn-
stedt stayed no more than a year or so on Java, though 
he did not see his native soil again for several years, 
because he remained on the European continent after 
his journey to Java in order to take a doctor’s degree in 
medicine in Greifswald in 1786.

Hornstedt made no academic career to speak of. At 
the age of thirty, he received a post as a senior master 

T
he Baltic Sea may be an inland 
sea, but it is not an introverted 
sea. It has been crossed by 
merchants and skippers, and 

the people who have lived among its 
archipelagos and skerries and along 
its coasts have also made their way out 
upon the oceans of the world. In an 
unforgettable novel trilogy, Ulla-Lena 
Lundberg depicted the rise of the Åland 
“bondeseglation”1 to ocean-going traf-
fic, and its subsequent decline in the era 
of the large steamer. This is literature 
that should be published in the great 
languages of the world!

Travelers of other temperaments 
have also burst forth from the proximity 
of these northerly waters. One of the 
town sons of Helsinki, Peter Forsskål 
(1732–1763) — whose Tankar om borgerli-
ga friheten [Thoughts on Civic Freedom] 
came out 250 years ago — traveled to the 
Near East at the encouragement of his 
mentor Linnaeus, and died during his 
research trip in what is now Yemen. (His 

at the secondary school in his native 
town of Linköping and in 1796 he was 
appointed medicus at the Fortress of 
Suomenlinna (known previously as 
Viapori in Finnish, or Sveaborg in Swed-
ish) in the Gulf of Finland. When the for-
tress fell to the superior Russian forces 
in 1808, Hornstedt chose to enter into 
imperial service. (His wife had roots in 
what was to be the Finnish capital.) In 
1809, he acquired the title of Russian 
Court Councillor, and in May of the 
same year he died after having caught a 
serious cold on the ice outside Helsinki.

Hornstedt followed the Linnaean 
tradition of keeping one’s eyes open 
and noting everything that crossed his 
path. He kept a diary, a kind of working 
journal, and wrote letters to his teacher, 
Thunberg, which were to form the 
backbone of a printed scientific travel 
report. No such book ever came out — 
until nearly two hundred years after 
his passing. In a beautiful, scientifically 
edited volume in Swedish, Hornstedt’s 
tale has been recounted with expert 
commentary and explanatory notes. 
Several essays on the historical develop-
ment of his work frame the research 
report, and the volume is also rich with 
illustrations, including drawings of ani-
mals and plants by Hornstedt himself, 
and illustrations for a never completed 
textbook on Japanese acupuncture.

Hornstedt has gone down in the his-
tory of science primarily as an expert on 
plants, although there are those who hold 
him in higher regard as a zoologist. In 
the book, Bertil Nordenstam conducts a 
thorough review of Hornstedt’s botanical 
collections. His name is linked to a large 
genus in the Ginger family, Zingiberaceae. 
No fewer than 60 species of Hornstedtia 
are known, from Malaysia to Australia. ≈

anders björnsson
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Some modern kings don’t even need to sign the decisions made by others. Lazy.
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It is an interesting observation, one 
that in fact is not too terribly surprising, 
that all post-Soviet states chose, after 
the break up of the Soviet Union, to 
adopt a republican form of government 
— not one of them chose any kind of 
royalism. This was true even where na-
tional kingdoms had preceded Commu-
nist rule, as in Bulgaria, Romania, and 
to some extent Hungary, to say nothing 
of Mother Russia herself. 

Today, what is somewhat improperly 
referred to as a monarch is actually a 
head of state only in some northern 
and western European countries, some 
countries in the British Commonwealth, 
along with some Third World countries 
that do not possess significant political 
power, with Japan — the world’s last 
remaining imperial state — and Saudi 
Arabia as notable deviations from the 
pattern. 

That autocracy can be reconciled 
with a formal republican constitution, 
we know. 

Some of these republics are de facto 
elective monarchies, sometimes even 
hereditary monarchies.

The Remains of Royalty
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Of the world’s 30 functional monar-
chies — and we are dealing here with a 
vestigial phenomenon — only a few of 
them are autocracies in the sense the 
term might suggest; the majority are 
parliamentary or constitutional states. 
The sovereign has absolute power only 
in Brunei, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Swazi-
land, the Vatican, and the United Arab 
Emirates. Elective monarchies exist in 
Cambodia, Malaysia, the Vatican, and 
the United Arab Emirates. 

Of the traditional states of the Baltic 
region, only the Scandinavian states 
(Denmark, Norway, Sweden) and the 
Netherlands have a ruling royal house, 
even if these houses have ceased to rule 
and have become entirely decorative. 
In few countries is republicanism more 
prominent than here. 

The Swedish king is so deprived of 
power that he alone among the heads 
of state in the EU region would be de-
nied the authority to sign the so-called 
Treaty of Lisbon, if this were to become 
a reality: for Sweden, the government is 
the signatory.

The work in hand has the character 
of a handbook, a manual. It provides a 
basis for comparative political studies. 
Constitutionally bound principalities 
generally have a high degree of legitima-
cy among the populace, and there are 
usually no significant anti-royalist oppo-
sition movements (as there have been in 
Nepal recently, for example). 

A monarchic line of defense has been 
that, with regulated succession, one es-
capes internecine party fighting during 
the times when a head of state is to be 
designated, and that national harmony 
is thereby promoted. (However, this has 
not applied during changes of dynasties 
or in elective monarchies, such as in the 

case of Poland in historical times; and 
even the emperor of the Holy Roman 
Empire of the German Nation, right up 
to the dissolution of the empire, was an 
elected sovereign.) 

More difficult to defend has been 
the evident indolence, debauchery, 
and existential wantonness in the court 
circles that are exposed to the eyes of 
the media. In hereditary monarchies, 
the choice of marriage partner to the 
successor to the throne can be a divisive 
factor (Great Britain, Sweden).

The renowned expert on northern 
Europe, Bernd Henningsen (Berlin), 
has contributed to the anthology Mo-
narchien with a well-informed essay on 
each of the Scandinavian kingdoms. ≈
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den, the former Baltic power, became a 
non-activist nation. With a Nordic-Baltic 
defense union, this line would be aban-
doned. It would also bring to life notions 
stemming from the interwar period con-
cerning a “common Balto-Scandinavian 
destiny” – based on research conduct-
ed by geographer Edgar Kant, rector 
of University of Tartu during the time of 
the German occupation, later in exile in 
Sweden. When Madame Kollontai, the 
Soviet Union’s long-standing envoy in 
Stockholm, arrived at the place of her 
new post, she noted in her diary: “The 
idea of a Scandinavian-Baltic bloc has 
roots in Sweden, and has more than a 
few followers.” (1930.5.9) Such a bloc 
explicitly excluded the larger players 
around the Baltic Sea – Poland, Russia, 
Germany, sometimes also Lithuania. It 
hardly found sympathy with any reson-
sible politician in Sweden at that time. 

The idea was, however, appealing to Dr. 
Rutger Essén, who would later became 
the foreign editor of the Nazi newspa-
per Dagsposten.

Well, with such constellations of 
characters and ideas, discord and ten-
sion would return to the Baltic Sea wa-
ters. A planned gas pipeline has already 
become a contentious issue. ≈
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he Russian threat is once again 
being exploited by nervous 
people in the West who are 
in a position to shape public 

opinion, and who are beginning to long 
for the days of the Cold War. When this 
war was at its coldest, Western powers 
tried to hold Russian expansionism, real or 
imagined, in check, by militarily damming 
up the Soviet Union from all sides. Hans 
Bergström, political scientist and former 
political editor of Sweden’s largest daily 
newspaper, Dagens Nyheter, is one of 
those who worry that the current leaders 
in the Kremlin are seeking to reestablish 
the old empire (the “Union”), and recom-
mends that a similar policy should once 
again be put into place.

He contends that the foreign policy 
doctrine governing Moscow is rooted 
in the idea of regaining what was lost 
with the Soviet collapse, by, “as a first 
step, transforming what was lost into 
‘Russian spheres of influence’. Then, 
Russian influence will be gradually 
increased, supported by the Russian 
minorities. Dependence on Russian 
energy is also an important means.” 
(DN 2008.12.17)

France and Germany, “dominators 
of the EU”, are terrified of coming into 
conflict with the new Russia. “They can 
hardly be trusted when it comes to the 
defense of the Baltic countries”, writes 
Bergström. He thus suggests a “Nordic 
defense union”, with mutual military 
obligations. The union should include 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. “It 
would stabilize the situation in northern 
Europe. The Russian leadership would 
have absolutely no doubt that it cannot 
carry out a surprise operation against 
any Baltic country and get away with 
it, with no more than empty statements 
from Brussels as a response.”

Bergstrom claims that among “our 
Baltic friends, there is an expectation 
that Sweden be the primary driving 
force in the EU for the protection from 
the growing Russian threat”. Given 
this perspective, he recommends a re-
newed “policy of containment” against 
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Russia. This, he says, requires among 
other  things that “Sweden acquire a 
defensive capability”.

Sweden’s long period of peace, 
from 1809 onwards (aside from the 
temporary Swedish military participa-
tion in the “Army of the North” against 
Napoleon in 1813), is a result of the 
fact that Sweden did not guarantee the 
security of any other state. This was the 
significance of “the policy of 1812”, the 
agreement concluded in Turku between 
Emperor Alexander I and Crown Prince 
Charles John. Sweden also buried all 
plans for a war of revenge conducted 
in order to regain Finland and, instead, 
was given a free hand to create a union 
with Norway. This policy was supported 
by the Western power Great Britain.

This laid the groundwork for the policy 
of non-alignment and neutrality. Swe-
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