Reflections on writing the history
of anti-communism

Jean-Francois Fayet

ome historical phenomena are less easy to grasp than others, and

this is certainly the case with anti-communism, which is a complex

historical phenomenon that cannot be reduced to the idea of mere
opposition to communism. Far from being a subject with strictly defined
contours, it covers a wide range of ideas, behaviour and ways of oper-
ating. The multiplicity of terms associated with it — anti-sovietism,
anti-socialism, anti-marxism, anti-revolutionary — is in itself suggestive of
the complexity of this polymorphous notion. The reflections in this
article derive from examples drawn from the Swiss and other cases, and
offer some thoughts on the uses of anti-communism and its fundamen-
tally polemical character.

Defined as a general hostility towards communism, including its ideo-
logical conceptions and the political structures in which it was embodied,
anti-communism was for a long time a neglected and even taboo subject
for historians. But, following the breakdown of most communist regimes
after 1989, anti-communism appeared to emerge as an appropriate anal-
ysis and accurate description of communist and Soviet realities. Recording
the history of anti-communism would in this case amount to a record of
the history of communist crimes, of communism’s failure as an ideology,
political movement and regime, and of the shrewdness of its opponents.

What this notion neglects, however, is the fact that anti-communism
is not — or, in any case, is not only — an analysis: it also constitutes an
ideology, which, like communism, encompasses certain identifiable
values and beliefs. And it is these ideological considerations, rather than
the reality of the communist phenomenon, that gave rise to anti-commu-
nism. As Moshe Lewin wrote in his conclusion to 7he Soviet Century,

Twentieth Century Communism — Issue 6

20th Century Communism 6.indd 8 07/02/2014 09:16:47



Reflections on writing the history of anti-communism 9

anti-communism — ‘just like its ramifications’ — is not a matter for
research. ‘It is an ideology that claims to be a study: it does not cling to
the realities of the “political animal” in question’.! While anti-commu-
nism claims to take a stand against communism, most often it is based
on myths: the myth of an ongoing internal conspiracy; the propagation
of a culture of civil war; above all, claims (that may or may not have been
well-founded) of foreign interference.? Anti-communist discourse is thus
a discourse that is out of line with the reality of the phenomenon it seeks
to analyse, and the influence it attributes to communists often bears no
relation to their real means of action or to their role in history.

The shifting target of anti-communism

Precisely because anti-communism is such an elusive concept, it has had
many political uses. One form which its myth-making has often taken
has been to attribute to communism a large variety of phenomena that
were considered undesirable or a threat. For example, for many years in
Switzerland, ‘the official historiography, marked by bourgeois public
opinion from 1918, saw [that year’s] General Strike as the fruit of
Bolshevik intrigues’. This view, however, has now been completely called
into question by historians because, while the Soviet archives often
confirm Soviet determination to control the international communist
movement, in this particular case they reveal a complete lack of interfer-
ence by the Russians.4 Similarly, in Germany, recent studies, such as that
of Dirk Schumann, reveal that the political violence that characterised
the early years of the Weimar Republic was mainly the result of radical
right-wing milieux seeking to incite the labour movement as a whole, in
order to take back control of the streets and, more generally, public
spaces.’ In other words, the right’s main target was the social democrats
and the USPD independents; and from this point of view Germany’s
communists served principally as a spectre, that is, as a pretext for chal-
lenging the political and social achievements of the November revolution.

Anti-communist ideology was also fuelled by a multitude of fantasies,
fears and anxieties about the wider ‘dangerous class’.¢ The image of the
bloodthirsty ‘Asian barbarian’ or ‘Jewish conspirator’ — accused of wanting
to collectivise women and nationalise children — is recurrent in posters by
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cartoonists of the day.” This process of demonisation, the content of which
was constantly replenished, shaped the image of a particularly repulsive
enemy, and thereby assisted in the construction of political and cultural
identities through the foregrounding of an absolute counter-model.

This foil worked all the better in having the vaguest of outlines, which
could be infinitely extended: the demonisation process was by no means
limited to communists alone. What had at first been a defence, albeit
perhaps a disproportionate one, against communism, became broadened
out into a materialisation of much wider fears. This process can particularly
be traced in a Weimar Republic, marked as it was — as Philippe Burrin
has described — by a feeling of national resentment.® Here, Germany’s
bourgeois parties deftly conflated anti-communism per se — whose most
steadfast and firmest representatives were in fact the social democrats —
and anti-marxism understood in its widest sense, as applying to all labour
organisations. This conflation of categories has, broadly, been characteristic
of the phenomenon of anti-communism in many different times and
places. ‘Is there any opposition that has not been accused of communism
by its opponents in power’, wrote Engels in 1872, in the introduction to a
new edition of the Communist Manifesto.” Anti-communism may thus be
seen as the specific form taken during the inter-war period by what is more
widely referred to as the ‘red scare’, extending to all those who, throughout
history, have questioned the existing social order.

In Switzerland too, the conscious instrumentalisation of the fear
of communism allowed the right to marginalise the left and the
progressive movement as a whole in order to block any transformation
of the economic, social and political order. In France, the far-right
organisations that were created in the 1930s — such as the Croix de feu
under Colonel De La Rocque or the Parti populaire frangais under the
former communist Jacques Doriot — went so far as to use the communist
threat to discredit not just the non-communist left-wing parties but
also the parliamentary right-wing parties: democracy, in their eyes,
was the cradle of communism. And in the United States during the
cold-war period, anti-communism functioned as an instrument for the
legitimisation of social conformity, for example providing cover for the
repression of homosexuality.!® Anti-communism was also extended to
national independence movements, and then, during the 1960s, more

Twentieth Century Communism — Issue 6

20th Century Communism 6.indd 10 07/02/2014 09:16:48



Reflections on writing the history of anti-communism 11

broadly still to the students’, peace and civil rights movement. Often
these were identified with communism, when in reality they frequently
had extremely critical and even conflictual relations with the communist
movement. The history of anti-communism therefore appears to be
one that must also be described as a process of manipulation, and the
pursuit of other aims than those of simply standing up against the real
or supposed threat of communism.

Sometimes anti-communism was expressed in terms of the defence
of democratic values and institutions. Frequently, however, the threat
of Soviet dictatorship was employed to legitimise other, non- or anti-
communist dictatorships, some of which were among the most brutal of
the century. This was the case with the support given by anti-communists
to the domination of the European colonial powers, or support for the
apartheid regime in South Africa.!' There was also the longstanding
affinity between anti-semitism and anti-marxism, traceable from as early
as the mid-nineteenth century, until it led in 1941 to the project of
extermination of ‘Judeo-Bolshevism’ in Eastern Europe.!? Soviet crimes
thus provided justification for behaviour from the proponents of anti-
communism that it was difficult to see as compatible with the values that
it claimed to defend.

For two decades, since the collapse of communist regimes, the
term has gradually been eclipsed, as communism itself as threat and
adversary has been eclipsed. In its place, anti-terrorism, originally
associated with the fight against anarchists, now fulfils essentially the
same functions. Like the label communist, that of terrorist is applied to
a multitude of movements, from Nepalese Maoists to radical Islamists,
and including alter-globalists. However, the anti-terrorist struggle
encompasses numerous political devices, just as anti-communism did,
from stigmatisation to the criminalisation of all such challenges, using
similar processes of conflation.

The plurality and diversity of anti-communism

Like any ‘anti’-ism, anti-communism is not the expression of a clearly
defined or consistent antithesis — as is also the case, for example, with
anti-fascism, anti-terrorism, and, as René Rémond has shown, anti-cler-
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icalism.!3 The relations of anti-communism to communism were thus
extremely diverse and extended well beyond any symmetry that might at
first sight be suggested. Anti-communism has never been the expression
of only one party, class or philosophy. Like anti-fascism it straddles ‘all
political trends and all social layers’.!4 As Brigitte Studer puts it, while
‘Communism refers to a vision of the world, a quite clearly defined
programme, and is embodied, particularly during the 20th century, in
numerous well-structured political organisations, anti-communism is,
conversely, more vague, both in its ideology and in its aims and it does
not always feel the need to be organised’.!> Anti-communism in fact
covers a multitude of components, realities, motivations and economic,
political, philosophical and religious conceptions. Often these are incom-
patible with each other, as they embrace the entire political arena, from
on anarchists on the far left to the far right.

In a typology drawn up in 2000, the French historian Jean-Jacques
Becker distinguished seven types of anti-communism that reflect this
diversity both of context and conception.!® The first of them, the anti-
communism of circumstance, has nothing to do with the nature of
communism itself; it falls within a logic of warfare (for example, France
in 1917 and 1939) or of diplomatic positioning, a motivation that is
above all strategic.

Becker’s second type, the anti-communism of indifference, is linked
to a kind of cultural impermeability to communism, to be found in
countries with a liberal tradition. This impermeability often takes on a
national character: communist ideas are declared incompatible with the
identity and the national culture of the country concerned.

The anti-communism of denunciation, Becker’s third type, is that
which condemns the communism practised in the USSR. Often this was
in the name of freedom and human rights. However, Soviet-style
communism could also be condemned in the name of a different form
of communism. Here one is thinking of left-wing groups, and sometimes
even communists or recent ex-communists. Among the many well-
known examples one could cite Boris Souvarine, V.A. Kravchenko,
Margareth Buber-Neumann and David Rousset, who were not guided by
hostility to communism as a principle, but by their rejection of the
communist use of violence. 17
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The fourth type, class-based anti-communism, is the knee-jerk reac-
tion of the ‘haves’ who fear that communism may change their social
status, and who have everything to lose in a revolution.

The anti-communism of the left, the fifth type, is more complex.
Among those it refers to all are socialists who criticised the methods of
the communists; anarchists, who, despite some rallying in 1917,
rapidly criticised the authoritarian drift of the Soviet regime; and,
above all, numerous ex-communists. Indeed, the communist move-
ment never ceased to extrude oppositional elements who were
immediately classified as anti-communist through exclusions and
purges, even though the latter claimed not only that they remained
communists, but even that they represented a more ‘authentic’
communism than that of Moscow.

The sixth type, ideological anti-communism, is that, according to
Becker, of the fascist movements and regimes. Despite a certain number
of structural similarities and, sometimes, tactical complicity with Soviet
communism, these based part of their legitimacy on the fight against
communism. Though forcefully articulated, this was not necessarily the
most consistent or coherent form of anti-communism, unlike, for
example, that of the social democrats. For example, in his thesis on
National Bolshevism Louis Dupeux describes the multiple strands of the
German far right, which, through hatred of the West, of the ‘Diktat of
Versailles' and of liberal parliamentarianism, looked towards Soviet
Russia with what was sometimes a mixture of hope and fear.!8 Following
Walter Laqueur, one might also recall that Hitler was not initially anti-
Bolshevik in any way.!?

Finally, the anti-communism of values corresponds to the vision of the
world of the bourgeois right and of religious communities. These consid-
ered that the fundamental values of western civilisation, such as the
family, the state, private property, religion and homeland, were threat-
ened by communism.?® Since 1945 this has often been presented in the
form of anti-totalitarianism, though this concept too, to the extent that
it fulfils an ‘apologetic function of the western order’, is no less ideolog-
ical than that of anti-communism.2!

Becker’s typology is not exhaustive. It does, however, rightly bring out
the diversity of the phenomenon with which we are concerned. It also
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reveals the contradictions that may result from these different concepts,
which in some cases were completely incompatible with one another.

Anti-communism as chameleon

Thirdly, I want to highlight the way in which anti-communism often
made progress in some other guise, through its chameleon tactic: anti-
communism was a value not always openly claimed by its protagonists. In
Switzerland, for example, there were a number of anti-communist bodies
that openly showed their colours: as well as the Entente internationale
anticommuniste, described by Michel Caillat in the present issue, there
were the Swiss National Action against Communism, the Parliamentary
Anti-Bolshevik Group and the Anti-Revolutionary League, among others.
But there were also numerous bodies that, without openly displaying their
links with anti-communist groups, exhaustively relayed the issues and
often the documents of the anti-communist associations. Among them
one might mention the information bureaux and networks of religious
and associated movements, patriotic bodies, student societies, employers’,
consumers’ and listeners’ organisations etc.?2

The strength of anti-communism lay in its ability to penetrate existing
structures and to blend in with local culture, and it is this that explains
the diversity of the phenomenon. Unlike fascism, it was not meant in any
way to compete with the established parties. On the contrary, it wished
to endorse the existing order and relied on the traditional elites that it
conceived of as the ‘legitimate authorities’. Consequently, the modus
operandi of its principal stakeholders was that of seeking to influence
existing structures rather than creating specifically anti-communist insti-
tutions.

By these different means, anti-communism in Switzerland succeeded
in transcending the field of politics, becoming a basic issue of civilisa-
tion on which there could be no legitimate debate. Communism was
not seen as an allowable political choice, with all that this usually
involves in terms of possibilities of discussion and comparison of ideas.
Rather, it was seen as calling into question the identity and the very soul
of Switzerland. ‘It was for Switzerland’, wrote the EIA’s Théodore
Aubert, ‘a duty to be at the forefront of the anti-communist struggle’.?3
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And so it was: the Swiss, often considered recalcitrant in the face of
ideologies, maintained an extremely intense relationship with anti-
communist ideology, deployed at all times and in all fields. Indeed, in
assuming a legal dimension, and thus authorising the criminalisation of
communist ideas and groups, anti-communism in this instance set itself
up as a quasi-state doctrine.

There are numerous traces of this profound impregnation of Swiss
society by anti-communism. In 1964, the ‘Gulliver’ survey on the state
of mind of the Swiss people was carried out at the Swiss National
Exhibition in Lausanne. A series of questions were posed in relation to
national identity. For example: Can you be a good Swiss and be natural-
ised? Can you be a good Swiss and not be a good soldier? Can you be a
good Swiss and get up at 9 o'clock in the morning? The results of the
survey were buried by the Federal Council, which considered the answers
too progressive in character. They had also had a question asking — not
‘Can you be a good Swiss and be a communist?, which was unthinkable
but — “What is your attitude to communism?’ Of the eight answers
provided to choose from, six were suggestions for fighting communism
more effectively!?4

The impossible bibliography of anti-communism

A final problem confronting its historians might be termed the impos-
sible bibliography of anti-communism. Because of its multi-faceted
character — moving forward in disguise and bedecked in local colours
to penetrate social environments and structures of every type — anti-
communism has been difficult for historians to identify, and this is
clearly evident within the literature to which the phenomenon has
given rise.

One might first note that, among books explicitly concerned with
anti-communism and referring to it in their title, the overwhelming
majority were, until recent years, works published either in communist
countries or by communist publishing houses.?> There were also hagio-
graphical texts from participants in the anti-communist struggle, but
the communists were the first to use the term, with the object of
discrediting their political opponents, including those who claimed to
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be in favour of communism.?¢ The epithet of anti-communist in its
negative sense was thus applied to rival or dissenting communists such
as Trotskyists, Titoists, Maoists and Eurocommunists.”” Thus the
communists, who long held the monopoly on the subject, made their
contribution to the variable geometry of the concept of anti-commu-
nism, which was always very extendable.28 It could be said, to some
extent, that one is always an anti-communist to someone and a commu-
nist to someone else.

For a long time the field of anti-communism was therefore a problem-
atic one for historians. Was it really legitimate within a scholarly context
to accept as an objective reality a term that had such strong connotations
and whose usages had been essentially polemical, essentially on the part
of communists themselves? By making anti-communism the subject of
their research, would historians simply be falling into a defamatory logic,
as desired by the communists but not, or course, by the stakeholders of
anti-communism? It certainly seems significant that most of the work
explicitly dedicated to the history of anti-communism has been produced
since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the concomitant decline of
various communist parties elsewhere.?

However, while there were very few works not written by communists
that were explicitly concerned with this topic, the literature relating to
some or other aspect of the phenomenon was a very different matter.
Affecting as it did almost all of the main political families, and likewise
political events and political cultures, anti-communism, due to its global
nature, was indisputably the most widely shared belief in the world after
1917. In the myriad forms considered here, anti-communism has, over a
long period, been the position of an overwhelming majority, at least as
compared to the active minority who considered themselves commu-
nists. In Switzerland at least, it is difficult to see what aspect of
twentieth-century history is not at least partially related to anti-commu-
nism: almost all works on contemporary Swiss history could be listed in
the bibliography, or at least among the secondary sources, for a history
of anti-communism.

The same is true of the Swiss archives. Few collections were acces-
sible from specifically anti-communist institutions, at least until about
fifteen years ago. On the other hand, there is an enormous body of
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scattered sources bearing witness to the vitality, deep-rootedness and
permanence of anti-communism, ranging from popular songs to
variety shows, newspaper cartoons to political campaign posters, films
to lectures, military archives to those of private companies. The Swiss
case, like any other, cannot be regarded as entirely typical. But the
issues which it crystallises to the point of caricature throw light on the
challenges that confront historians of anti-communism in different
periods and contexts.

That discussions of anti-communism have for some years now been
multiplying is a sign that the problems identified here have been at least
partially surmounted. The disappearance or marginalisation of most
communist regimes and parties has removed the ideological suspicion
that used to hang over the subject. And the gradual opening up of
twentieth-century archives has allowed us to pinpoint the repertoires of
action employed by the main players in anti-communism despite their
chameleon strategy. Above all, and going beyond the narrative of events
or the presentation of the different players involved in anti-communism,
it has been the methodological renewal of political history, in particular
the improved awareness of social setting, cultural representations and
political myths, that has stimulated studies in the field of anti-commu-
nism, including the work represented in other contributions to this issue
of the journal.
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