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”Political power 
grows out of  
the barrel of a 
gun” - Communist 
militarism
Communist movements and regimes develop their 
greatest organisational and technological achieve-
ments in the military field. All of the “people’s republics” 
that they establish are the outcome of civil wars and/or 
wars between states or against foreign occupants.
The constantly kept-alive feeling of being surrounded 
by a world full of enemies becomes the communists’ 
elixir of life. This continual state of tension is per-
petuated in the never-ending search for the enemy 
within and in the militarisation of everyday life. 
Revolutionary holidays bear a military stamp. The 
Party’s “democratic centralism” is, essentially, a 
command hierarchy. And everyone, be it in the political, 
economic or cultural sector, has to obey this principle.
The Soviet Union also stylises itself as a “peacekeeping 
superpower” that with its gigantic panoply of arma-
ments keeps “US imperialism” in check around the 
globe. In reality, the arms race and the rivalry between 
the systems fuel conflicts and civil wars on all 
continents.
When, in the mid-1980s, the global political tensions 
start to ease, the loss of its external enemy plays a 
key part in the disintegration of the Eastern Bloc. As a 
totalitarian state, the Soviet Union collapses in peace-, 
not wartime.

The military branches parading on the Red 
square in Moscow on 7 November 1987, the 
70th anniversary of the Russian October 
 Revolution.
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Video:
The Cold War in Africa — Somalia, Cuba, Soviet  

Union and Ethiopia, 3:18 min., English.  
Source: youtube.com / Omar El Saafi

When more than half of the GDR’s potato fields are infested 
by the potato beetle, the SED propaganda claims the beetles 
had been deliberately dropped by US aircraft. 
Poster: picture alliance / akg-images 

Soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army study the “Red Book”, 
a collection of Mao quotations, in 1966. The book also contains 
Mao’s dictum: “The party commands the gun”. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / PVDE 

National youth festival in East-Berlin, 
1979. With the slogan “we defend the 
socialist fatherland”, children are intro-
duced to premilitary education. 
Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Harald Schmitt 

An Angolan soldier in front of a Soviet ground-to-air missile in 
Cuito Cuanavale, February 1988. In 1975, after its decoloniza-
tion, a civil war breaks out in Angola. With interruptions, the 
war continues until 2002. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Peace propaganda at the 7th GDR 
Gymnastics and Sports Festival and 
the ninth GDR Youth Spartakiad in 
Leipzig in July 1983. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Nine years after its invasion of Afghanistan, the 
Soviet Union begins withdrawing its troops in 
1988. Moscow’s first direct military intervention 
outside its own domain after 1945 has turned 
into a disaster. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

In the fall of 1986, a breakthrough is achieved in the disarmament talks 
 between Washington and Moscow. The Soviet Union can literally no longer  
afford to participate in the arms race. The Soviet head of state and party  
leader Mikhail Gorbachev puts his emphasis on reforms. 
Facsimile: Der Spiegel, 41 / 1986 23

Reform &  
revolution -  
The  defeat  
of  communism  
in  Europe
Glasnost and perestroika — it is under these slogans 
that Mikhail Gorbachev strives from 1986 onward to 
modernise the ailing Soviet Union and to improve rela-
tions with the West. It is a reason why, in the summer 
of 1989, he grants the Eastern Bloc states greater 
self-determination. Although the opposition in Poland 
triumphs in semi-free elections on 4th June, Soviet su-
premacy in the Eastern Bloc seems to be set in stone. 
Communist China appears to be under much greater 
pressure and, during the night from 3rd to 4th June, vi-
olently suppresses mass protests that have been going 
on in Beijing for weeks, as they threaten to spill over to 
the provinces.
Without any hope of imminent changes, tens of thou-
sands of East German citizens attempt in their summer 
holidays to flee via Hungary or Czechoslovakia to the 
West. And despite the spectre of a “Chinese solution”, 
more and more East Germans now take to the streets 
and squares and demand reforms. This marks the 
 beginning of the Peaceful Revolution, which opens the 
floodgates with the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9th No-
vember. The communist regimes fall like dominoes in a 
series of mostly peaceful revolutions.
By the time the democratic revolution reaches Mos-
cow, the historic centre of the communist world, it can 
no longer be stopped by tanks. In August 1991, the 
Russian flag is hoisted over the Kremlin.

9 October 1989: More than 70,000 people are 
taking to the streets in Leipzig. The peaceful 
events of this “Monday demonstration” are 
later described as the watershed event for the 
history of the Peaceful Revolution. 
Photo: SZ Photo / ap / dpa / picture alliance 

Video:
August 1991 — Moscow in turmoil,  

2:59 min., English. 
Source: youtube.com / Tom Barton
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Fläche

UdSSR
(Union der Sozialistischen
Sowjet-Republiken)

Einwohner
Gründung

290 Mio.

1922

22402200 km2

1000 km

Armenien
30. Aug. 91

Moldau
27. Aug. 91
Georgien
9. Apr. 91

Aserbaidschan
18. Okt. 91

Ukraine
25. Aug. 91

Litauen
11. Mär. 90

Lettland
21. Aug. 91

Estland
20. Aug. 91

Nachfolgestaaten
mit Tag der
Unabhängigkeit

Weiß-
russland
24. Aug. 91

Kirgistan  31. Aug. 91

Tadschikistan  9. Sep. 91

Usbekistan
1. Sept. 91

Turkmenistan
27. Okt. 91

Russland
Dez. 1991

Kasachstan  16. Dez. 91

Der Zerfall der Sowjetunion

Quelle: xxx22353

The election alliance of the trade union “Solidarity” 
emerges the triumphantly from the first semi-
free election in the Eastern Bloc in June 1989. This 
campaign poster gained a lot of attention during 
the electoral campaign: US actor Gary Cooper as 
Western hero in “High Noon” (1952). 
Poster: picture alliance / prisma 

On 28 May 1989, Soviet nuclear physicist 
and dissident Andrei Sakharov speaks in 
front of the Congress of People’s Deputies of 
the Soviet Union, the Soviet parliament. In 
the background, Soviet head of state Mikhail 
 Gorbachev. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

On 3 and 4 June 1989, the 
Chinese military in Beijing 
violently crushes the protests 
which had started in April. The 
photo of the man who is standing 
in front of a column of tanks on 
June 5, 1989 becomes a symbol 
of civil disobedience. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo 

On 28 December 1998 in Bucharest, 
soldiers and armed civilians fight 
together against snipers of the 
Communist secret service. Three 
days earlier, Romanian dictator 
Nicolae Ceausescu and his wife had 
been assassinated. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

On 23 August 1989, the 50th anni-
versary of the Hitler-Stalin pact, hun-
dreds of thousands in the three Baltic 
Soviet republics form a human chain 
and demand national independence. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Young citizens of Moscow hoisting the old 
Russian tricolor on a roof next to the seat 
of the Central Committee of the CPSU on 
23 August 1991. The attempted coup by 
high-ranking party officials and members 
of the military has failed. This marks the 
 beginning of the end of the Soviet Union. 
Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Harald Schmitt 

This map about the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 shows when the individual coun-
tries gained their independence. 
Information graphics: picture alliance / dpa-Grafik 24

Revolution & 
restoration - 
From communism 
to post- 
communism
Whereas the breakup of Yugoslavia degenerates into 
a series of deadly conflicts and “ethnic cleansings”, the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union proceeds relative-
ly peacefully at first. But, despite new freedoms, many 
 former Soviet citizens perceive the collapse of the state 
and economy as a personal calamity. Privatisations most-
ly resemble mafia-type robbery. There emerges a new 
oligarchic order of power and property ownership whose 
backbone is often formed by secret service officers.
However, pogroms and wars ensue, such as in Chechnya, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or, as at present, in East-
ern Ukraine. They claim tens of thousands of lives and 
displace hundreds of thousands from their homelands. 
The driving force this time is, not least of all, the Kremlin’s 
 renewed hegemonial ambitions under Putin.
The transformation of eastern central Europe also 
proves to be more complicated than expected in the 
1990s. The heroes of the upheavals have difficulty hold-
ing their ground. ‘Flipped’ ex-communists experience 
a comeback before they are superseded by new, often 
 nationalist-authoritarian parties and leader figures
The People’s Republic of China, as an engine of the glo-
balised world economy, is meanwhile heading under the 
(seemingly) unshakeable dictatorship of the Communist 
Party for new shores that no one as yet can identify.

The gleaming skyline of Shanghai: Since 
the 1990s, the Communist Party has 
completely opened up China’s economy 
to the world market. The Communist 
party equates socialism with the unity 
and greatness of the nation, and claims 
that only the party’s dictatorship could 
guarantee said unity and greatness. 
Photo, 2015: SZ Photo / Kevin Lee Video:

Georgia’s Post-Soviet Story,  
5:24 min., English. 

Source: youtube.com / Open Society Foundation

Citizens of the Bosnian capital Sarajevo seeking shelter 
from Serbian sniper fire on 6 April 1992. These are the 
days in which the Bosnian War begins. It rages until 1995 
and eventually claims approximately 100,000 lives. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

An elderly, homeless Russian woman beg-
ging for money in Moscow on 25 January 
1994. Behind her a billboard advertisement 
for cigarettes which reads “Test the West”. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Grozny on 25 February 1995. A 
Russian soldier standing in front of 
the destroyed Presidential Palace. 
In December 1995, Russia invaded 
Chechnya, which had already declared 
its independence back in 1991. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Moscow, October 2012: The appeal of 
mink coats. “New Russians” flaunting 
their wealth. Moscow has more billion-
aires than New York. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

280 asylum seekers are accommodated in a former 
housing area for Russian soldiers in Brand, district of 
Lübben. It is January 1994, and the site has not yet 
been cleared of the military scrap on which these two 
Bulgarian children are playing. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, 2001: For the tenth 
anniversary of the country’s independence, 
Saparmurat Niyazov († 2006), the country’s dictator 
and former chairman of the Communist party, 
presents himself, “Turkmenbashi,”, the father of all 
Turkmen, with a golden statue. 
Photo: picture alliance / Arco Images GmbH 

Parade in Moscow on 9 May 2005: The victory of  
 Stalin’s Soviet Union in the “Great Patriotic War” 60 years 

ago has become the founding myth of Putin’s Russia.  
Photo: picture alliance / AP

Reflecting  
on an era - 
Communism  
in the  
20th century
It is time, 100 years after the October Revolution, 
to scrutinise the history of communism afresh. It is 
inextricably intertwined with the crises of the capitalist 
world economy and the two world wars. Intermingled 
within it are resistance to western hegemony and 
culture and hopes for emancipation and liberation that 
have largely been disappointed.
At its centre is the fate of two old shattered empires, 
Russia and China, which the communists pieced 
together again — and today have re-emerged 
with a different ideological mix and new economic 
foundations as cultural and global political opponents 
of the West. Is it in any way possible to relativise the 
wording “end of communism”?
Researchers have calculated that communism is 
responsible for the deaths of up to 100 million people. 
Unlike the National Socialists, the communist regimes 
of the 20th century used violence and terror mainly 
against their own societies. Which is why their heirs in 
Moscow or Beijing today would like to cloak everything 
in a mantle of heroic tragedy. And many people, 
similarly, cannot and do not wish to face up to the 
legacy of violence on a massive scale that has affected 
every second family. For precisely those reasons it 
is so difficult to “come to terms” with the history of 
communism.
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Editors
By funding projects and publishing own material, the 
Bundesstiftung zur Aufarbeitung der SED-Diktatur 
(Federal Foundation for the Reappraisal of the SED 
Dictatorship) contributes to a comprehensive analysis of 
the causes, history, and the consequences of Communist 
dictatorships in Germany and Europe.   
www.bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de

The Deutsches Historisches Museum (German Historical 
Museum) is a national museum, which portrays German 
history in its European context. Situated in Berlin‘s histo-
ric center, it sees itself as a place of communication and 
 vibrant discussion of German history.  www.dhm.de

Who are the people behind this exhibition?
The author of the exhibition is Dr. Gerd Koenen. In his 2001 
book „Das Rote Jahrzehnt“ (the red decade), he vividly 
explains the development of radical left-wing groups 
between 1967 and terrorist German Autumn in 1977 and 
critically analyzes the motives of the activists — including 
his own. Further books by the author address the literature 
of the socialist personality cult („Die Großen Gesänge“, 
1991), German terrorism („Vesper, Ensslin, Baader“, 2003), 
the way Russia is viewed in Germany („Der Russland-
Komplex“, 2005), or the narratives of the Latin American 
guerilla („Das Guevara Projekt“, 2008). In 2017, C.H.Beck 
will publish his new book „Die Farbe Rot — Kommunismus  
als Weltgeschichte“.  www.gerd-koenen.de

 
The responsible project  manager 
was Dr. Ulrich Mählert (Bundesstiftung 
Aufarbeitung), who selected and commented the photos 
and  documents in  cooperation with Gerd Koenen. 

The exhibition design was developed by Leipzig-based 
 graphic artist Dr. Thomas Klemm.  
www.thomasklemm.com

QR-codes
The exhibition features QR codes, which provide a link to 
24 contemporary film documents on the internet. These 
documents can be played on the visitors‘ smartphones. 
Many of these documents are in English or have English 
subtitles.
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Please note
All photos, audio documents, and texts as well as the 
exhibition design are subject to copyright and must not be 
reproduced, processed, or distributed in any form without 
the consent of the copyright owner. The copyright owners 
of the individual photos are stated in the image captions. 

Do you have any questions or anything to criticize 
concerning the exhibition? Or did we — despite our most 
diligent research — fail to observe your copyright and /
or exploitation rights? Please feel free to email Dr. Ulrich 
Mählert at  
k-k-ausstellung@bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de 

Follow us on Facebook:
www.facebook.com / BundesstiftungAufarbeitung

www.facebook.com / DeutschesHistorischesMuseum

From classicism to postmodernism: Museum 
of Socialist Art, Sofia (Bulgaria), 2011. Similar 
museum parks with the statues of the founders 
and heroes of the former “Socialist Camp” which 
had been dismounted after 1989 can be found  
in all parts of eastern Europe. 
Photo: picture alliance / ap Photo 

Video:
Romanian youth remember  

communist regime past,  
2:37 min., English.
Source: youtube.com / AFP 

For the amusement of their guests, restau-
rant staff at ‘The Red Revolutionary Dining 
Room’ perform a cabaret act where they 
reenact the execution of a landowner. The 
people “overcome” the terrible memories of 
the days of the red terror with laughter. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Silent commemoration of the victims of 
political terror in Communist Romania. The 
commemoration takes place in Fort 13 in 
Jilava. The prison, situated south of Bucha-
rest, was known for its abysmal detention 
conditions. 
Photo, December 2010: picture alliance / AP Photo

The dissolution of the “Socialist 
Camp” after 1989 often takes 
on the form of a huge bazaar. A 
flea market at Checkpoint Charlie, 
 early 1990. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Artist and former GDR citizen Günther Uecker, 
famous for his “Nagelskulpturen” (nail works), 
took pictures of the victims of the torture 
prison Tuol Sleng in Phnom Penh (Cambodia) 
and edited the pictures in his own characteristic 
way, thus creating a memorial in their honor, 
and in the honor of so many others.
Günther Uecker 
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Old people,  
new people - 
The great 
 experiment
The communists are driven by an all-consuming-
hatred of representatives of the “old society”, be they 
aristo cracy, military, civil servants or religious leaders, 
modern “bourgeoisie” such as industrialists, business 
people and bankers, the “petty bourgeois”, “bourgeois 
intellectuals”, liberals, social democrats and, last but not 
least, prosperous peasants (“kulaks”). All of them are 
regarded as “parasites” and “enemies of society” — as 
“old people” of whom society must be cleansed.
The place of these “old people” is to be taken by andro-
gynous “new people” with healthy bodies and trained 
intellect who would harness the endless potentials of 
science, technology and culture. This ideal of optimising 
“human material”, which is most typical of the era, is an 
especially extreme view advocated by the communists.
De facto, for lack of “class-conscious proletarians”, the 
communists look mainly to children and adolescents 
whose energy, thirst for experience, willingness to 
make sacrifices and aspirations are easier to exploit. 
Ambitious “climbers” and young careerists soon form 
the backbone of the bloated administration, pro-
paganda or repression apparatus that is the hallmark 
of communist regimes everywhere.

Androgynous “New Man and Woman” in the catalog 
designed by El Lissitzky for the 1929 Russian Exposition in 
the Zurich Kunstgewerbemuseum. This image was created 
in 2013 at an exhibition at the MoMA in New York. 
Photo: picture alliance / Sergi Reboredo Video:

Historian Jörg Baberowski about  
the “new man”, 1:43 min., German.  

Source: youtube.com / Anne Roerkohl  

Members of the “bourgeoisie”, guarded by 
Red Army soldiers, are forced to clear snow in 
Petrograd in 1919. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

In 1930, the writer Maksim Gorky visits 
the Bolshevo labor commune inspired by 
the Soviet educator Anton Makarenko, 
which aimed to develop neglected and 
criminal youths into “all-around developed 
personalities”.
Photo, 1929: AKG704895 

This poster to mobilize attendance for 
the congress of the Komsomol, the Soviet 
youth organization, in Moscow in August 
1938 features smartly turned out young 
Communists hailing from all Soviet nations. 
Poster: picture alliance / akg-images 

French children during a 1936 French 
 Communist Party rally in Paris during the 
 Popular Front government. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-Zb 

“Former people” — aristocrats, high-ranking officers 
of the imperial military, capitalists and members of 
the bourgeoisie, are swept up by the proletarian dic-
tatorship’s dustpan and broom and relegated to the 
“dust heap of history”. 
Caricature: Leningradskaya Pravda, March 22, 1935 

“THOU SHALT …” The “Ten Commandments for the 
New Socialist” are proclaimed during the Fifth SED 
Party Congress in 1958. Evoking the biblical Ten 
Commandments, they encapsulate the social and 
ideological duties of every GDR citizen. 
Image: BArch, Plak 100-014-051 / N. N. 

Group photograph of the “Inter-
national Conference of Communist 
and Workers Parties” in Moscow, 
1969. As the movement of global 
Communism spreads, it calcifies 
more and more into a system of 
bureaucratic officialdom. 
Photo: Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv,  
Sozarch_F_5076-Fe-002 
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Fascism and  
anti-fascism -  
The deadly  
game
“Anti-fascism”, which post-1945 will serve the com-
munist regimes as their central legitimisation, obscures 
two decades of fatal games played both with emerging 
fascist movements and with nationalists of every hue. 
The communists also refer to any political opponents 
as “fascists”, be they “social fascists”, “clerical fascists” 
or “national fascists”. With the result that ‘all cats look 
grey at night’.
During the terrorist “purges” of the 1930s, “Trotsky-
ists” are declared to be the spearhead of world fascism. 
The Stalinist hate speeches against the “Judas Trotsky” 
often come across as a mirror image of the Nation-
al Socialists’ concept of their enemy, namely “Jewish 
 Bolshevism”. All of this confuses the situation, as well 
as people’s minds, even more. While the next world 
war is looming, the Soviet Union keeps all of its options 
open, which is why the Hitler-Stalin Pact of August 
1939 does not encounter any major ideological obsta-
cles — either in Berlin or in Moscow. Hitler, according 
to an internal directive by Stalin, is doing a good job, for 
the time being, of smashing global imperialism. This 
dangerous geopolitical gamble backfires in June 1941 
when the German Wehrmacht devastatingly catches 
the Red Army off-guard.

Paris World Fair 1937. The pavilion of the German Empire 
(left) and the Soviet Union (right) directly face each other 
and are awarded with gold medals for their architecture.
Photo, coloring subsequently applied: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI 

Video:
By the end of September 1939, the National Socialist newsreel Wochen-

schau triumphantly reports about the German advance in Poland and, 
starting at minute 11:06, about a joint parade of German and Soviet troops 

on 22 September in the Polish city Brest-Litovsk, 16:19 min., German.
Source: archive.org 

At a demonstration in the Berlin of the 1920s, the 
Young Communist League of Germany calls to arms 
against “social fascism”. Until the mid-1930s, the 
social democrats are one of Communism’s main 
enemies. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

A French poster of 1937 calls on all anti-fascists to 
show solidarity with the Second Spanish Republic. 
The poster was initiated by anarcho-syndicalists. By 
that time, they are already violently fought by Soviet 
secret agents in Spain. 
Poster: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / Tallandier 

One of countless Soviet caricatures from the terror 
year 1937: “Judas” Trotsky orders the “Old Bolshe-
viks” Pyatakov, Radek, and Sokolnikov to kiss the 
Nazi boot. 
Facsimile: Moscow News, February 3–10, 1937, p. 15 /  
http://schauprozesse.phil.hhu.de 

On 20 September 1939, the British daily newspaper 
Evening Standard publishes a caricature by David Low, 
in which Hitler and Stalin greet each other over the 
corpse of Poland: “The scum of the Earth, I believe?” 
“The bloody assassin of the workers, I presume?” 
Caricature: picture alliance / © Selva / Leemage 

Underneath a giant Lincoln portrait, the Communist Party of the 
USA swears to “labor, security, peace, and democracy” and to the 
friendship with the Soviet Union in September 1939. This is the age 
of popular front policy. In the meantime, World War II had broken 
out in Europe. 
Photo: www.reddit.com / N. N. 

1111111111
Margarete Buber-Neumann at the trial against Emil 
Carlebach before the local court in Frankfurt / Main, 

January 1951. The politician of the Communist Party 
of Germany (KPD) had claimed that her memoir, in 

which she describes her deportation from her exile in 
the Soviet Union to Nazi Germany, was a lie. 

Photo: SZ Photo / UPI

With red flag, rifle, and the hand raised to 
take the oath: This group of figures was 

crafted by Fritz Cremer between 1954 
ans 1958. It depicts surviving concentra-

tion camp inmates in Buchenwald. With a 
fierce expression on their faces, they look 

beyond the landscapes of Weimar and 
into the future. 

Photo, 1970: BArch Bild 183-J0311-0302-001 / Hubert Link 
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Atheism  
as a credo -  
The battle  
against religion
Communists fight a long battle against the religions 
with huge repressive and propagandistic effort — and 
almost invariably lose. By the end of the 1930s the 
CPSU already recognises that it will not succeed in 
replacing the old religious orthodoxy with a new atheist 
orthodoxy in the hearts and minds of many people.
The rehabilitation of the Russian-Orthodox church in 
1943 is owed to the hardships of the “Great Patriotic 
War” — as well as to the resistance of religious 
believers. The staying power of religion is even greater 
in Poland and in other countries of eastern / central 
Europe after 1945.
The arrangement between party and church, such as 
the one reached in Poland and East Germany, is already 
a telltale sign of revisionism and betrayal in the eyes of 
the Albanian communists for example. China’s “Cultural 
Revolution” also channels its energy into destroying 
religious writings and places of worship.
While, from the 1970s onward, the Eastern Bloc 
comes to appreciate the liberation theologians of Latin 
America as potential allies, every conceivable effort 
is undertaken to suppress political comments made 
by the churches at home. But these efforts fade, as 
evidenced by Poland and East Germany where the 
churches, to different degrees, pave the way for radical 
change in 1989.

On 30 May 1968, the Leipzig University 
Church, which survived the war practically 
unscathed, is dynamited. Both in the GDR 
and the USSR, “ socialist city planning” again 
and again also serves the purpose of creating 
a mental tabula rasa.
Photo: picture alliance / epd 

Video:
Catholics struggle in China, 

2:45 min., English. 
Source: youtube.com / CNN 

In the middle of the 1920s, Red Army 
soldiers loot the Muscovite Simonov 
Monastery, confiscate the cultic treasures, 
and desecrate the relics in order to prove 
the powerlessness of religious belief. 
Photo: SZ Photo 

The militantly atheist magazine “Bezbozhnik 
u  Stanka”, “The Godless at the Workbench”, is 
published from 1923 to 1931. In 1929, it suggests 
to replace an important Orthodox holiday with 
a day dedicated to the commemoration of the 
industrialization of the Soviet Union. 
Cover: commons.wikipedia.org / Bogdan 

Students of theology in the reading room of the 
Zagorsk Monastery near Moscow, 1955. On the 
wall, a picture of Stalin. Since World War II, the 
Ortho dox church is under intense observation and 
in large parts a heavily manipulated part of the 
Soviet power system. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Hannes Betzler 

“Red Guards” in front of a Buddhist temple near 
Beijing. Above the temple entrance, they have hung 
a picture of their leader Mao. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo 

April 1950: First show trial against Catholic clerics 
in Prague. Bishops and priests are branded “agents 
of the Vatican” and sentenced to serve long terms 
in internment camps. Large parts of the church’s 
wealth are confiscated. 
Photo: SZ Photo / CTK Photobank / Cestmir Jiru 
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The first Friedenswerkstatt (workshop for peace)  

in the Erlöserkirche in East Berlin in June 1982. In 
the last decade of the GDR, some priests and  

church parishes open their rooms for new grass-
roots  initiatives by the opposition. 

Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Harald Schmitt 

In June 1987, Pope John Paul 
II makes his third official visit 
to the Polish People’s Republic. 
Millions of faithful followers, many 
equipped with banners of the 
prohibited trade union “Solidarity”, 
show their opposition against the 
regime. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 
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The grand  
illusion -The  
communists and 
the workers
Communism was originally meant to “liberate” the 
industrial proletariat and be the “work of the workers 
themselves”. But at no time, anywhere, do the commu-
nists seize power through “proletarian class struggles”, 
and only very seldom do they enjoy lasting support 
from the working class. The vast majority of trade un-
ions and works councils in the industrial and developing 
countries remain dominated by socialists, social demo-
crats, Christians and other actors.
In the communist countries in which they allegedly 
constitute the “ruling class”, workers are not only dis-
enfranchised politically. They are also robbed of their 
possibilities to organise themselves and represent their 
own interests. Unquestionably, many avenues open up 
for young workers to advance socially via the party and 
state. But the bulk of the new power and functionary 
elites tends initially to stem from proletarianised peas-
ant farmer families, the petty bourgeoisie or educated 
classes.
Eventually, the party bureaucracy and intelligentsia 
recruit mainly from their own offspring, thus acquiring 
the profile of a “New Class” against which especially 
the workers, too, revolt in the social unrest of the post-
war decades.

Video:
Victorious Destination.  

Animated Soviet propaganda,  
1939, 6:48 min., Russian  

with English subtitles. 
Source: youtube.com 

A worker in a cement factory which 
processes carcinogenic asbestos in 
Małkinia Górna in Poland, 1976. 
Despite claims to the opposite, heavy 
physical work in the Eastern Bloc is not 
paralleled by sufficient occupational 
safety.
Photo: SZ Photo / Forum 

“Workers! Vote for your Party. The Social Demo-
crats.” 1924 election poster. In Germany — as in 
almost all other developed countries — the Social 
Democrats have considerably more followers among 
workers than the Communists. 
Poster: AdsD FES / Georg Wilke 

Ukrainian farmers at a political 
convention, August 1929. This 
is the year in which the forced 
collectivisation begins, which 
combines “working farmers” in 
kolkhozes and is the reason for 
millions of deaths from star-
vation within three years. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

In August 1935, mine worker 
Alexey Stakhanov reportedly mined 
13 times the target production. A 
Soviet productivity propaganda, 
which is imitated in all Communist 
regimes, is named after him. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

In 1957, the book “The 
new class. An analysis of 

the communist system” 
is published in the West. 

Its was written by 
Milovan Đilas, a Yugoslav 
Communist Party leader, 

who had been incarcerated 
since 1956. In the book, he 

analyses the nomenklatura, 
the new Communist party 

bureaucracy.  
Cover: Kindler, Munich 1957 

With its “great leap forward” campaign 
between 1958 and 1961, China tries to catch 
up with the Soviet Union and the Western 
industrialized countries by means of its “bare 
hands”. This undated photographic image 
shows workers who are moving heavy loads. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media / Pictures From History 

In August 1961, the staff of the Prague-based motor-
cycle manufacturer JAWA “unanimously” welcomes the 
resumption of the Soviet atomic bomb tests. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Jindrich Saroch / CTK Photobank 

Workers who master all target values by using their hand 
and their brain are among the most perennial subjects of 
publicly commissioned art in Communist countries. 
A North Korean propaganda painting, photographed in 2012 by  
Olaf Schülke: SZ Photo 08

The grand scheme-  
Industrialisation  
through  
collectivisation
The “Great Turnaround” of 1929 / 30 — the transition 
to the enforced collectivisation of agriculture and in-
dustrialisation of the Soviet Union — coincides with 
the Great Depression. Although there is no direct link 
between them, it opens up major opportunities for 
Moscow propagandistically, economically and diplo-
matically.  Especially German and US enterprises vie for 
“Russian orders”. The communists, on the other hand, 
reach a low point in their influence in the West — or 
become worn down in “sectarian” street fighting and 
strikes.
In reality, the “socialist development” in the Soviet 
Union is achieved through complete exploitation of 
the workers. The boundaries between paid and forced 
labour become blurred. The triumphal performance 
indicators are questionable; new industrial complexes 
often stand like cathedrals in a social wilderness. And 
the collectivisation of the agricultural sector leads to an 
unprecedented famine disaster which claims millions  
of lives.
The more austere the living conditions, the more 
colour ful the fiction created in propaganda about the 
“good life” in the “fatherland for all workers”. In the late 
1950s, the People’s Republic of China will repeat this 
experiment in an even more extreme manner with its 
“Great Leap Forward”.

Video:
China under Mao —  

“Der Große Sprung nach vorn”  
(The Great Leap Forward),  

6:47 min., German. 
Source: youtube.com / ARD 

Map of the USSR in 1931. The 
caption says: “This map is not 
like the old maps. ‘The five-
year-plan takes action’. […] 
Hundreds of large construction 
sites are not even mentioned in 
here […].“ 
Photo: Archiv Memorial Moskau 

Detroit, USA, at the time of the 
world economic crisis. A man 
looking for work. Since 1929, 
Western industrialized nations 
experience mass unemployment. 
More and more contemporaries 
harbor doubts about the capitalist 
economy. 
Photo, undated: picture alliance / akg-images 

“Monthly steel output” A Soviet picture postcard of 
1930 depicts how the planned economy surpasses 
the collapsing capitalist system. 
Photo: The Wolfsonian — Florida International University (Miami, Florida) 

Magnitogorsk, which was built almost overnight as 
part of the first five-year-plan and equipped with 
Western technology, becomes the world’s biggest 
iron and steel producer and the symbol of Soviet 
industrialization politics. 
Photo, undated: picture alliance / akg-images Between 1931 and 1933, the construction of the White Sea Canal was com-

pleted in record time and with the most primitive of means. Tens of thousands 
of forced laborers work on the construction sites. The inmates of the gulag 
camps become the labor reservoir for all major Soviet construction projects. 
Photo, summer 1932: wikipedia / Kl833x9~commonswiki 

“Destroy the class of the kulaks“, poster, 
1930. The fight against the self-employed 

farmers, who are portrayed as leeches and 
ape-like half-humans, is a centerpiece of 

the collectivization policy.  
Poster: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd

In 1932/33, forced collectivisation re-
sults in a famine which claims about 
three million lives in Ukraine alone. At 
the same time, Moscow finances the 
import of machinery by exporting grain. 
Photo, Ukraine 1932 /33: picture alliance / dpa 

A 1952 poster from the GDR celebrates the “monu-
ments of Communism”, which were designed under 
Stalin’s prudent guidance to bear witness to the 
supremacy of the Soviet way. 
Poster: picture alliance / akg-images 09

The Great  
Terror -  
Dream of a  
final purge
The dream of liquidating all enemies and “vermin” 
socially, politically and also physically is a structural 
element of communist rule and celebrated in 
propaganda and art as “heroic determination”.
Once all actual or potential enemies have been 
eliminated, the terror shifts to ever new categories of 
so-called public enemies. Article 58 of the Soviet Penal 
Code makes almost any independent thought and 
action punishable. It creates the legal basis for forced 
labour on a massive scale, for the deportation of entire 
ethnic groups, and for the excessive use of the death 
penalty. The Great Terror of the 1930s, orchestrated by 
Stalin himself, came frighteningly close to annihilating 
entire sections of the population, with hundreds of 
thousands shot and millions imprisoned.
The repeated “purges” that all communist parties 
and their power structures go through in one way or 
another are also unique historically. These include 
show trials and ostracisms, mutual denunciations, and 
masochistic self-criticism. In many things it remains 
inconceivable how “terror” actually functioned as 
a regular political instrument and as an everyday 
psychological condition.

“Destroy the monster! Wipe 
Trotsky, the enemy of the 
people, and his blood-thirsty 
gang of fascists from the face 
of this earth” Poster from 
1937, the heyday of the Great 
Terror in the Soviet Union. 
Poster: picture alliance / Heritage Images

Aleksei Zheltikov, a locksmith who 
was born in 1890, is shot on 1 No-
vember 1937. Between 1936 and 
1938, more than 700,000 people 
are murdered during the time of the 
Great Terror in the Soviet Union. This 
photo was taken shortly before his 
execution, after which he is hastily 
buried in a nameless grave.
Photo: Thomas Kizny 

The trial against Rudolf Slánský and thirteen other 
Czechoslovak CP leaders in November 1952 continues a 
series of show trials which had started 1949 in Hungary. 
By means of these trials, it is intended to “cleanse” the 
parties of the Eastern Bloc and to bring them in line. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / Tallandier 

At a works assembly at the time of the show trials 
against Zinoviev and Kamenev in 1936, factory 
workers must vote for imposing the death penalty 
on the “Trotskyist-Zinonievist gang of murderers 
and terrorists”. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa

“Ewiges Gedenken“ (Eternal remembrance): 
Tombstone of Wassili Blochin (1895–1955) at 
the Novodevichy Cemetery in Moscow. Blochin 
was the chief executioner of the NKVD and per-
sonally executed tens of thousands of prison-
ers. He dies highly  decorated and without ever 
having been punished for his actions. 
Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Maria Medvedeva 

Nikita Khrushchev on 14 February 1956 in front of the delegates 
of the 20th CPSU party congress. Ten days later, the Soviet head 
of state and party leader gives a secret speech at the 20th CPSU 
party congress in which he denounces Stalin’s crimes. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

China, August 1968. “Red Guards” 
haul alleged “revisionist cadres” or 
“capitalist elements” to a mass trial. 
The “Cultural Revolution”, which Mao 
sparked in 1966, claims the lives of 
hundreds of thousands and destroys 
millions of existences. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

The Gulag Archipelago: In 1989, in the time of 
perestroika and glasnost, a map of the Soviet Union 
shows all prison and labor camps that have existed 
in the Soviet Union since the 1920s. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

Video:
Victims of the 1930s Great Purge.  

Archive footage, 3:04 min., English.
Source: youtube.com / RIANOVOSTI
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Effusive song-
writing - Leader-
ship cults and 
 heroic myths
Communism attracts artists and intellectuals around 
the globe. Major writers and poets in the East and 
West dedicate fulsome hymns and praises to the lead-
ers of the communist world movement — from Lenin 
to Stalin and Mao to lesser “deities” such as Tito, Kim 
Il-sung, Enver Hoxha, or Fidel Castro.
These “effusive songs” in many languages become a 
chapter in literary history that tends to be withheld. 
The same applies to the countless statues and paint-
ings, posters, films and photos, songs and music which 
immortalise the communist leaders and heroes. Often 
the prescribed style of “socialist realism” quite effec-
tively combines folkloristic and classic motifs with 
highly modern and sophisticated artistic styles.
When Nikita Khrushchev condemns “personality cults” 
at the 20th Congress of the CPSU in 1956, he makes 
Stalin solely responsible for all the crimes of the Com-
munist Party. In China at the same time there are the 
beginnings of a Mao cult which, every so often, reaches 
unprecedented levels of political idolatry. Yet also the 
“New Left” of 1968 in the West indulges in a cult of 
its idols in a postmodernist way and completely on its 
own impulse, which in some cases still lives on today in 
pop culture.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin in an intimate conversation with Joseph 
Vissarionovich Stalin, his “most loyal scholar”. Monument at the 
Minsk–Moscow highway. 
Photo, 1950: SZ Photo 

Video:
Romanian head of state and party leader  

Nicolae Ceausescu on a state visit in Pyongyang,  
1978, 5:03 min. 

Source:  youtube.com 

A 1935 caricature in the US newspaper 
Daily Herald mocks the Soviet Union’s cult of 
personality around Stalin, which is copied by 
Communist parties all across the globe. 
Facsimile: SZ Photo /National Media Museum / SSPL 

Performance of the Stalin- 
Lenin Choir at a commemo-
ration ceremony on the 30th 
anniversary of the October 
Revolution. 
Photo, Jewgeni Chaldei, Moskau 1947:  
picture alliance / ZB 

A glass sculptor working on a vase with a Stalin 
portrait. Snapshot from inside the glass works of 
Kamenický Šenov (Czechoslovakia) from 1949. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Alexandr Hampl / CTK Photobank 

“Nation — Party — Enver”: Albanian head of 
state and party leader Enver Hoxha depicted 
as the teacher of his happy people. In 1961, 
Stalinist Hoxha breaks with the Soviet Union 
and temporarily forms an alliance with China. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd (289) 

Poem by the novelist 
and GDR culture minister 

Johannes R. Becher on the 
occasion of the death of 
Stalin in March 1953 —  

one of many Stalin hymns 
penned by him. 

Facsimile: Neues Deutschland,  
7 March 1953, p. 4

Student protest in Munich, 
1968. Che Guevara, Ho Chi 
Minh, and Karl Marx are 
among the icons with which 
the new left in the West 
spooks the establishment. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rudolf Dietrich 

“Learn from Léi Fēng” is the title of a Maoist campaign which 
starts in 1963 and makes the adolescent People’s Army soldier, 

who allegedly sacrificed himself selflessly, a “national role model”. 
In today’s China, the Léi Fēng Cult is experiencing a revival.  

Photo, Shenyang, 2012: picture alliance / dpa
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From the Elbe  
to the Yangtze 
 River - The birth 
of the ”socialist 
world camp”
In the same way that World War I was the catalyst for 
the global communist movement, World War II was 
instrumental in the spread of the communist sphere of 
influence “from the Elbe to the Yangtze River”.
After Stalin’s regime successfully mobilised patriotic 
sentiments in the “Great Patriotic War” and gained 
legitimacy domestically, it enjoys unprecedented inter-
national prestige as the main victor over Germany in 
1945.
The years up to 1949 see the formation of a “social-
ist world camp” which, in Europe, correlates with the 
sphere of influence which Moscow has gained militarily. 
The “people’s democracies” in eastern/central Europe 
are formed using political violence and terror, which 
initially is directed at the opponents of the new order 
and soon, also, against the state parties themselves. 
Show trials and purges are the order of the day. Tito’s 
Yugoslavia, which turned its back on Moscow in 1948, 
cannot be allowed to be copied elsewhere.
The popular uprisings in East Germany in 1953 and in 
Hungary and Poland in 1956 demonstrate how shaky 
the ground is on which these dictatorships are built. 
Their armed suppression by their Soviet “friends” 
 ensures the creation of a politico-military bloc that 
 becomes increasingly isolated from western Europe by 
the Iron Curtain.

Group portrait of the leaders of the new socialist 
camp on the occasion of Stalin’s 70th birthday on 
21 December 1949 in Moscow. To the left of Stalin 
is Mao Zedong and behind him to the right is Walter 
Ulbricht, the powerful man of the newly founded GDR. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images Video:

Czechoslovakia, 1948,  
2:04 min., English. 

Source: British Pathé / youtube.com 

An iconic picture of the 20th century: The Soviet 
soldier Meliton Kantaria raising the Soviet flag atop 
the ruins of the Berlin Reichstag building on 2 May 
1945. The scene was staged for a photoshoot by 
photographer Yevgeny Khaldei. 
Photo: SZ Photo / dpa 

At the elections for the French 
National Assembly on 21 October 
1945, the French Communist Party 
wins 26 percent of the votes and 
becomes the strongest parliamentary 
party in France. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images / Paul Almasy 

Greek government forces march off arrest-
ed Communist partisans, among them young 
women, in Saloniki in 1949. Since 1946, a civil 
war had been raging in Greece. The Commu-
nists are supported by Tito’s Yugoslavia. 
Photo: SZ Photo / ap / dpa / picture alliance 

In June 1948, Europe is the stage for a 
political showdown. For almost an entire 
year, Moscow blocks railway, road, and canal 
access routes to West Berlin. During this 
time, supplies were carried into the western 
half of the divided city by means of an airlift.
Photo of the Tempelhof airport, 6 July 1948:  
picture alliance / akg-images 
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Communist People’s Militias march-
ing over the Charles Bridge in Prague 
on 28 February 1948. A few days 
earlier, Moscow had staged a coup 
d’etat in Czechoslovakia. 
Photo: SZ Photo / CTK Photobank 

Rally in Beijing on 5 February 1949, a few 
days after the invasion of the “People’s 
Liberation Army”. Mao proclaims the 
“People’s Republic of China” in Beijing on 
1 October. The most populous country on 
earth becomes a Communist state. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo 

The Communist regimes in Eastern Central Europe have to resort to the use of 
arms to assert their power. The 1953 uprising in the GDR as well as the 1956 

uprising in Hungary can only be suppressed with the help of Soviet troops. 
Photo, East Berlin, 17 June 1953: Bundesregierung / Perlia-Archiv 13

”The east wind  
will prevail over 
the west wind” -  
Asia the storm 
centre
The Berlin Blockade of 1948 is the prelude to the Cold War 
between East and West. It is Asia, however, that becomes 
the actual storm centre of the global confrontations.
There the defeated Japanese occupiers have left a vacu-
um that patriotic resistance movements use and in which 
communists are often dominant. In 1945 they bring the 
northern halves of Vietnam and Korea respectively under 
their control.
The rise to power of the Chinese communists in October 
1949 changes the situation fundamentally. In 1950 an 
attack by communist North Korea on South Korea quickly 
develops into a military confrontation between the United 
States and China, which ends in a stalemate in 1953.
The victory of the North Vietnamese over the French at 
Đien Biên Phu in 1954 also alters the architecture of world 
politics and leads to a new, almost twenty-year-long war 
throughout Indochina, this time with the United States. 
When they withdraw in 1975, the US troops leave behind 
devastated countries and traumatised peoples.
After Stalin’s death in 1953, Mao becomes the new 
charis matic leader figure of world communism. The 
Chinese Communist Party generally questions the “peace-
ful coexistence” between Moscow and Washington, thus 
creating a deep split in the global communist movement.

North-Korean and Chinese soldiers cele-
brating the armistice that was signed by the 
end of July 1943 and ended the Korean War. 
Although the two Communist states did not 
achieve their war aim, they consider them-
selves to be on par with the West, at least in 
terms of military strength. 
Photo: picture alliance / United Archives / TopFoto 

Video:
1975: The Khmer  

Rouge’s reign of terror begins,  
2:01 min., German
Source: afp / youtube.com 

The course of the Korean War 
up to the armistice of 27 July 
1953. 
Map: dpa Grafik 

“Dien Bien Phu has fallen”: Headline of 8/9 May 1954. 
The victory of the Communist-led Viet Minh over the 
French Far East Expeditionary Corps sealed the end of the 
French colonial empire in Indochina (nowadays Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia). 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

Following an alleged attempt at a coup 
d’etat, the Communist Party of Indonesia is 
eradicated in October 1965, and more than 
500,000 of its followers are killed. 
Photo, Jakarta on 20 October 1965: picture alliance / Presens Bild 

In the spring of 1969, the conflict between 
China and the Soviet Union escalates and 
culminates in border clashes at the Ussuri 
River. A Soviet steel helmet, pierced by a 
bayonet. The propaganda slogan reads: 
“Down with the new Czars!”. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

Mao Zedong in front of the sun, 
which is rising in the East. The text 
illustrates the global ambitions of 
the Chinese Communists: “The revo-
lutionary people of the world adore 
you unlimitedly!“ 
Poster, 1969: picture alliance / dpa / imaginechina 

At the end of April 1975, the last US personnel 
and their Vietnamese allies are flown out of 
Saigon. It is a humiliation of the global power, 
which had been defending South Vietnam 
against the Communist North since 1963 and 
resorted to almost all military means in the 
course of this war. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa / Spaarnestad 

After the USA’s withdrawal from Vietnam, the Khmer Rouge emerge 
victorious from the Cambodian civil war and seize control of Phnom Penh  
on 17 April 1975 (photo). They establish a reign of “stone-age  
Communism”, which claims the lives of about two million people. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Images 14

Anticolonial  
 liberation 
 movements-   
Phantasms of a 
Third World
The communist victories in East Asia encourage 
 “national liberation movements” in Africa, the Middle 
East and Latin America. Fidel Castro establishes a 
“Tricontinental” in Cuba in 1966 which is to serve as 
a tool for national and social liberation all around the 
world.
Argentine revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara, killed 
in Bolivia, becomes a global icon. His teachings on 
“Guerilla Warfare” become the universal handbook for 
purging all capitalist egotisms. In the 1970s, especially 
Latin America becomes the setting for armed uprisings 
that produce just as many dictatorships as they topple.
The “Non-Aligned Movement” co-initiated by Tito’s 
Yugoslavia in 1961 is more moderate in its actions. Its 
aim is to bring countries led by socialists and left-wing 
nationalists together as a “Third World” between East 
and West and to safeguard their national and economic 
sovereignty.
Communists, in many instances, play a prominent, 
often polarising yet sometimes also moderating role in 
the anti-colonial wars of independence in Algeria, the 
Congo, Angola, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and southern 
Africa. They neither prevent the new states from 
descending into civil war, nor are they the sole cause of 
them doing so.

Egypt’s head of state Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, 
and their host, Yugoslav Prime Minister 
Josip Broz Tito (from left to right), in Brioni 
on 20 July 1956. They are the driving force 
behind the Non-aligned Movement which is 
founded in 1961. 
Photo: picture alliance / United Archives / TopFoto 

Video:
Che Guevara,  

3:22 min., English.  
Source: youtube.com / bio

“Stop the aggressors!” A 1958 Soviet poster. 
Ever since the 1956 “Suez Crisis”, Moscow 

maintains close ties with Egypt and hopes to 
gain influence in the Arabic world.  

Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

Fidel Castro, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, 
and their Soviet state guest Anastas 
Mikoyan in Havana on 4 February 
1960 in (from left to right). Cuba’s new 
leaders ask for help. The stationing 
of Soviet missiles triggers the “Cuban 
Missile Crisis” of 1962, which brings 
the world to the edge of nuclear war. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

GDR head of state and party leader Walter Ulbricht 
is shown the Luxor Temple on 27 February 1965. The 
GDR utilizes the close ties between Egypt and the 
 Soviet Union to upgrade its own diplomatic standing. 
Photo: BArch, Bild 183-D0227-0053-004 / ZB / Kohls 

“Tumultous Congo. The people’s struggle against US 
imperialism”: Revolutionary ballet in Beijing in 1967. 
In the center, the protrait of Patrice Lumumba, the 
leader of the Congolese independence movement 
who was assassinated in 1962. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / PVDE 

14141414
“The Battle of Algiers” (1966). The prize-
winning Italian-Algerian movie tells the story 
of a bloody insurgency attempt by the Algerian 
liberation movement against the colonial 
power France in 1956. In France, this movie is 
prohibited until 1971. 
Photo: SZ Photo / RDA 

Cuban troops in Angola, January 1976: In 
support of the MPLA, Castro intervenes 

in the Angolan civil war. The propaganda 
poster reads: “The party, its standards, 

its principles … make us invincible and 
carry us forward.”  

Photo: picture alliance / ASSOCIATED PRESS 

A Cuban graffito of 1996 depicts Che Guevara together with 
a strong Chilean State President Salvador Allende (left), who 
 committed suicide during the military coup of 1973.
Photo: picture alliance / ASSOCIATED PRESS 15

Old Left,  
New Left -   
The red  
decade
In 1966, Mao unleashes a “Cultural Revolution” which, 
yet again, drastically changes the face of communist 
regimes. China’s youth is (seemingly) given free rein to 
crusade against red tape, corruption and decadence 
in a pandemonium of public accusations and random 
violence. While the cult surrounding Mao becomes ever 
more extreme, Mao himself eliminates his rivals within 
the party, alleging they are Moscow’s lackeys.
Also in the 1960s, radical criticism of culture and capi-
talism as well as militant anti-imperialism undergo a 
global renaissance. In the youth rebellions of 1968, 
a “New Left” combines emancipatory aspirations to-
wards life and culture, and fantasies of liberation, in 
an often paradox manner with Marxism, Leninism, 
Trotskyism or Maoism.
Between this new left-wing radicalism with its ter-
rorist extremes and the old Moscow orthodoxy, 
“Eurocommunism” establishes itself in the 1970s. In 
Italy, France and Spain, communists renounce the goal 
of establishing a “dictatorship of the proletariat” and, 
in return, gain considerable influence in elections and 
social conflicts.
All this expedites the differentiation and, thus, the 
demise of the world communist movement.

Video:
The revolt of 1968 , 3:31 min., German. 

Source: Gedächtnis der Nation / youtube.com

The International Vietnam 
Congress in West Berlin on 
17/18 February 1968 with 
5,000 participants from 14 
different nations is one of 
the heydays of the West Ger-
man student movement. In 
April, Rudi Dutschke (in the 
middle of the picture), the 
prime initiator of the con-
gress, is gravely wounded in 
an attempt on his life. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Manfred Vollmer 

In May 1968, the student protests in France 
become radicalized. Barricades are erected in 
Paris. The unrest spreads to the companies and 
factories. Two million people take part in the 
general strike. 
Photo, Paris, 25 May 1968: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives 

On 21 August 1968, Soviet, Polish, Hungarian, 
and Bulgarian forces march into Czechoslovakia 
and put an end to the “Prague Spring’s” attempt 
to create a “socialism with a human face”. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Libor Hajsky / CTK Photobank 

On 23 August 1968, the Communist Party of France 
expresses its “astonishment and disapproval” in the 
face of the invasion of Warsaw Pact troops into the 

ČSSR in its central press organ l´Humanité. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / Tallandier 

Starting 1970, a left-wing terrorism aimed 
against politics, the military, and the eco-
nomy emerges in many West European 
countries and in the USA. The photograph 
shows Aldo Moro, the chairman of the Ital-
ian Christian Democrats, who is kidnapped 
and murdered in 1978. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

In the West, the 1970s are the “red decade” 
where some matters are taken dead seriously, 
and some with a twinkle in the eye. This photo-
graph shows soccer player Paul Breitner reading 
the “Peking Review” underneath a Mao portrait 
printed on psychodelic wallpaper. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Sven Simon 

1515151515
Enrico Berlinguer, the head of 
Italy’s Communist party, dur-

ing a party event in 1980. The 
 Eurocommunist seeks to come 
to a “historic compromise” and 
thus achieve his party’s parti-

cipation in government. 
Photo: SZ Photo / dpa / picture alliance / ap 

Party convention of the West German German Communist 
Party (DKP) in Hamburg, 1986. A round of applause for 
SED-Politburo-official Hermann Axen (center). To his right 
hand side the CPSU-guest, Boris Yeltsin. Until 1989, the DKP, 
founded in 1968, is the extended arm of East Berlin. 
Photo: picture alliance / Klaus Rose 
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Emancipation 
and Eros -  
Women and 
 socialism
The active and equal inclusion of women is one of the 
principal attractions of the communist movements, 
where they are in contention for influence and power. 
The communists, however, put a more militant tone 
on the pledge of emancipation, which is social demo-
cratic in origin. The ideal typical female cadre is an 
androgynous being: fighter, comrade, activist, mother 
and muse — who renounces all bourgeois vanities and 
female weaknesses.
In the communist countries, women indeed play a 
 major role at the mid-level of state and society. They 
are physicians, teachers or judges, but only seldom rise 
in rank to top positions. Their employment in produc-
tion, on the other hand, including heavy physical work, 
is a typical characteristic of socialist societies.
Being a housewife is frowned upon: no income, no 
family. The notorious supply problems are a worry for 
women in particular — something that can hardly be 
compensated for with red carnations on International 
Women’s Day and similar forms of ritualised gratitude.
The communist power hierarchies themselves remain a 
male domain. That “half of the sky”, as Mao put it in so 
flowery terms, was still off-limits to women.

Parade of female athletes on the Red Square in Moscow in June 
1936. The photo promotes the prototype of the new woman 
who combines military discipline, physical strength, and mental 
determination with a restrained eroticism. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

Video:
Ulrike Quentel: Trügerische Gleichstellung  
von Mann und Frau, 4:37 min., Deutsch. 

Source: Gedächtnis der Nation / youtube.com

“After smashing capitalism, the proletariat will also 
put an end to prostitution”. This 1923 Soviet poster 
calls on the (obviously purely male) proletariat to 
help women escape the bourgeois quagmire and to 
respect them as a worker. 
Poster: picture alliance / Delius / Leemage 

A KPD propaganda truck specifically 
addresses the “working woman” before 
the parliamentary elections in Germany on 
20 May 1928. In line with the old socialist 
tradition, women’s liberation only comes 
second to the liberation of the proletariat. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

A 1949 poster of the Free German Trade 
Union Federation in the GDR calls on the 
working woman to “save her children’s 
future” by achieving her quotas. The appeal 
to motherliness is a tool of the productivity 
propaganda. 
Poster: BArch, Plak 100-029-024 / H. Zippel, Plakat-Kunst 

In a village south of the Polish city of Łódź, a bride 
and a groom are being walked to church in tradi-
tional fashion. The Communists can hardly offer any 
own rituals for wedding, marriage, and family life. 
Photo, 1972: SZ Photo / Witold Kulinski / Forum 

Two young Chinese women posing for a propaganda 
picture to underline Mao’s statement: “A woman can 
do everything a man can do”. 
Photo, around 1966 / 68: picture alliance / akg-images / Zhou Thong 

Woodstock in the colors of the GDR: Ex-
tract from the 1972 summer catalogue of 

the mail-order house “konsument” in Karl-
Marx-Stadt. The clothing ensemble carries 

the ambiguous name “Akkord” (piece-work).  
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 17171717

Soviet head of state and party 
leader Leonid Brezhnev at the 

26th CPSU party congress in 
Moscow on 3 March 1981. In 
the Eastern Bloc’s leadership 

echelons, women usually only 
have an ornamental function.  

Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 18

Everyday socia-
list life - Work, 
consump tion,  
leisure time
State socialism is more “geared toward production” 
than “bourgeois societies”. Newspapers vie with one 
another with reports about successes in “socialist con-
struction” or on the “harvest front”.
Plan fulfilment according to quantitative, seldom qual-
itative, criteria has a decisive influence on careers and 
positions of power. Such incentives tend to reward 
“uneconomical” behaviour compared with free-market 
return-on-investment and profit expectations. Planned 
economies are characterised structurally by ineffec-
tiveness and wastage instead of streamlining and 
economisations.
The subversive influence of western consumerism and 
lifestyles, as well as their own propagandistic ambi-
tions, put the communist regimes under pressure. The 
practical value of mass products alone is no longer 
enough. Socialist consumers also expect an attractive 
variety of commodities. 
Gradually, an everyday culture with distinct rituals and 
established routines develops. It is underpinned by 
the promise of social security and characterised by an 
inventiveness ensuing from an economy of scarcity 
as well as by private barter relations. All the polemics 
against “western decadence” cannot hide the fact that 
this is one of the Achilles heels of “real socialism”.

Open-air fashion show in the 
Polish county capital Piotrków 
Trybunalski, winter 1978. 
For a period of time, Poland 
becomes the fashion Mecca 
of the Eastern Bloc, in which 
state-owned enterprises and 
private tailor shops compete 
for customers.
Photo: SZ Photo / Forum / Maciej Osiecki 

Video:
Nixon vs. Khrushchev — The Kitchen 

Debate (1959), 7:38 min., English.  
Source: youtube.com  

“More, better, cheaper” — catchwords of the state’s 
productivity propaganda. The 1955 GDR poster 

 portrays three decorated “best workers” from the 
textile industry as “patriotic” role models.  

Poster: BArch B 285 Plak-022-006 / N. N. /  
Greif Graphischer Großbetrieb 

In the summer of 1959, follow-
ing Khrushchev’s visit to the USA, 
the Kremlin allows the “American 
 National Exhibition” to be held in 

Moscow. Three million Russians 
marvel at the plethora of US goods. 
The cry to “catch up with and pass” 

the West becomes a boomerang. 
Photo: picture alliance / Everett Collection

From the 1970s onwards, the Eastern Bloc is the extended 
workshop of the West. In order to get their hands on foreign 
currencies, the most efficient companies increasingly 
produce for foreign markets, like this textile factory in 
 Toruń / Poland, 1977. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Aleksander Jalosinski / Forum 

At the GDR mail-order house Genex, 
West Germans can pay in Deutsch-
mark and send the goods to relatives 
and friends in the GDR. Most of these 
goods are made in the GDR, but are a 
scarce commodity in the country itself.   
Catalogue 1988: picture alliance / dpa-ZB 

Workers of the German Red Cross Baden-Wuerttem-
berg distribute aid packages somewhere in the 
vicinity of Wrocław on 17 December 1981. In the 
1980s, approximately 30 million of such packages 
are distributed to soothe adversity and hardship in 
Poland, a country scarred by the consequences of 
being under martial law. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

In the Soviet Union, the kitchen, which  
is almost always very tiny, is the center  

of social life. This led to an own and    
non-conformist way of living.  

Photo of the kitchen of a painter in Moscow,  
1984 by Vladimir Raitman: picture alliance / dpa 

Havana, 14 November 2007. The sale of a rice ration is written down 
in the “Libreta”, the customer’s supplies booklet. Since 1962, food and 
items of subsistence are rationed in Cuba. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 19

The narrow  
matrix -  
”Scientific  
socialism”
The “leading role” which the communist state parties 
claim for themselves is legitimised through the aspira-
tion of understanding the “laws” of historical and social 
developments “scientifically”.
Education and training, coupled with repression and 
censorship, are the means by which to shape the next 
generation of those who are ambitious and conform-
ist. Marxism-Leninism is very dry to digest and dull in 
theory. But those with inquisitive minds will find in it an 
extensive, self-contained historical narrative and inter-
pretation of the world.
Soviet-style “real socialism” expresses its own real-life 
conservatism, which is accompanied by a solemn clas-
sicism of visual imagery. This is popular with those who 
have no taste for sensory overload and the hectic pace 
of the western cultural scene. 
Narrow-minded thinking eventually cuts the commu-
nist world off from many developments of the 20th 
century, making it an intellectual backwater. It is also a 
reason why the development of modern information 
technologies largely passes it by. Although digital data 
processing is adopted in state and economic bureau-
cracy as well as in the military, “personal computers” 
however remain unattainable for the average citizen. 

The numerous training events, which not only SED 
members but also ordinary citizens had to attend, were 
commonly referred to as “red light treatment”. The photo 
shows a training lesson in a large industrial company in 
Karl-Marx-Stadt, 1975. 
Photo: picture alliance / Klaus Rose Video:

A skeptic at a regional SED party 
school, 6:52 min., Deutsch. 

Source: ndr.de 

“As the fire of the sun burns eternal-
ly, so does the genius of science — the 
light of the October Revolution!”. On 
this undated Soviet poster (1967?), the 
myth of the revolution is turned into a 
thing of scientific magic. 
Poster: Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv 

Like a cathedral of the sciences, the 
Lomonosov University towers on the 
Lenin Hills, not far from the center of 
Moscow. 
Photo, 1967: SZ Photo / Timeline Images 

Studies in the “theory of the dictator-
ship of the proletariat” in a political night 
school in Shijiazhuang, 300 kilometers 
southwest of Beijing. Still at the heart of 
the theory: Mao’s “Red Book” (Quotations 
from Chairman Mao Tse-tung). 
Photo, 1975: picture alliance / akg-images 

In the 1980s, grass-roots organizations 
in the GDR try to create a counter-public 
sphere by establishing libraries and 
issuing uncensored information leaflets. 
The photo shows the printing press of 
the “Umweltbibliothek” in East Berlin. 
Photo: Robert Havemann Gesellschaft / Siegbert Schefke 

In 1979, the Rowohlt publishing house 
responds to the spirit of the 1970s by issuing 
a series of non-fictional comic books. Apart 
from “Marx”, it puts the editions “Lenin”, 
“Trotsky”, and “Mao”, all labeled “for 
beginners”, on the already shrinking market. 
Photo: Bibliothek Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung 

In their “race against time”, the socialist countries lose 
more and more ground over the course of the 1980s. 

GDR poster of 1978: BArch, Plak 102-042-010 /  
Jürgen Mücke, Verlag Volksstimme Magdeburg 

In 1990, the serially produced plaster busts of the 
“classic” heroes of the Communist movement end up in a 
storage room of the SED headquarters in East-Berlin. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Hans-Peter Stiebing 20

Socialist  
urbanity - As  
an antithesis  
to bourgeois  
urbanity
Socialism is originally an urban movement. From 
St. Petersburg to Berlin to Paris, and from Shanghai 
to Saigon, the first communist party organisations are 
formed in the same urban jungle that they also con-
sider to be morally corrupt.
Social democrats and modern urban planners also 
cherish plans of an ideal socialist industrial, functional- 
cum-garden city. In communist urban planning, how-
ever, such projects are transformed by the need to 
re present power and authority. A pompous neo-clas-
sicism thus displaces functional modern designs. The 
centres of Stalinist metropolises are characterised by 
a monumental style including palatial housing blocks 
or metro stations, parks, gigantic statues and empty 
parade grounds. Much remains uncompleted, however. 
Older buildings fall into disrepair or are pulled down.
An often semi-rural way of life blossoms, in the mean-
time, in the suburbs with their standardised mass 
accommodation in monotonous prefabricated-slab 
buildings. In combination with extensive dacha and 
allotment garden districts, this offers scope for niche 
 cultures, barter markets and elementary self-sufficien-
cy. All of which gives socialist towns and cities their 
typical, essentially anti-urban, character.

In the 1970s, countries all across the Eastern Bloc start building 
prefabricated building complexes, so-called Plattenbausiedlungen, 
in order to alleviate the severe housing shortage. Often, however, 
it takes many years until the development of a residential environ-
ment begins. 
Photo, Warsaw, 1978: SZ Photo / Maciej Osiecki / Forum 

Video:
Extract from the musical 

 “Cheremushki“, 1962, by Herbert 
Rappaport, 5.43 min., Russian 

with English subtitles.   
Source: Youtube.com / Seventeen  

Moments in Soviet History 

“Babylonian” delusions of grandeur: the award-
winning 1934 draft for the “Palace of the Soviets” 
by Boris Iofan. A 70 meter tall statue of Lenin is 
installed on the 415 meter tall tower. In 1957, the 
construction works were stopped for good. 
Drawing: picture alliance / akg-images 

Blueprint of an ideal “socialist city” 
(ca. 1930), which offers short distances 
between residential quarters and the work-
place and opportunities to do sports and 
pursue leisure time activities. 
Photo: SZ Photo / CCI 

On 9 December 1951, Walter Ulbricht, SED Secretary 
General, and Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl inspect the 
prototype of the GDR’s first “socialist skyscraper” at 
the Weberwiese. The skyscraper becomes a part of the 
Stalinallee boulevard, a building project that takes from 
1949 to 1961 to be completed. 
Photo: BArch Bild 183-12896-0002 / adn-ZB / Horst Stumm 

The Fischerinsel in the heart of East 
Berlin in May 1969. Soon, the last of 
the old buildings will make way for 
new, monotonous, high-rise blocks. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-ZB 

In 1955,after three years, the construc-
tion of the second tallest building in 
all of Europe, the”Joseph Stalin Palace 
of Culture and Science “ in Warsaw, 
is finished. Many Poles consider the 
USSR’s gift to Poland to be a symbol of 
Soviet domination. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Zbyszko Siemaszko / Forum 

An allotment garden complex with 
the coveted dachas is being built just 

outside the city of Schwedt. The Russian 
loanword stands for garden or weekend 

houses, which are used as private 
retreats and provide an opportunity to 

grow food.  
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-Zb

Chongqing in China — a city with over 30 million 
inhabitants. The leadership of the Communist  Party 

plans to have the majority of the people settle in 
megacities by the middle of the 21st century. 

Photo, 2012: SZ Photo / Olaf Schülke 
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Communist inter-
nationalism vs. 
bourgeois cosmo-
politanism

Communists from all countries pay homage to an em-
pathic internationalism. Its counterpart is not so much 
nationalism, which it seeks to succeed politically and 
culturally, but rather a bourgeois cosmopolitanism 
based on global trade and global cultural exchange. 
Communist “anti-cosmopolitanism” is associated in 
many respects with a militant “anti-Zionism”, which 
embarassingly resembles the old hate-filled stereotype 
of “world Jewry”. 
The internationalist slogans of the communist regimes 
stand in striking contrast to their isolationist policies 
toward the West as well as within their own camp. Vis-
itors from abroad are subjected to fastidious controls 
and observation. Even “friendly exchanges” suffocate 
in their ritualistic rigidity. Youth festivals, which offer 
small tastes of freedom, are exceptions. An unstylish 
“socialist homeland” cult is engineered to help get over 
the fact that it is impossible for most citizens of East 
Germany, the Soviet Union or China to travel to “capi-
talist countries”. 
The most prominent leaders of world communism lie 
in their mausoleums not as champions of the “inter-
national proletariat” but as “great patriots”, as founders 
of new states and “fathers of the nation”.

The border between Czechoslovakia and the 
Federal Republic of Germany, July 1968. With an 
“Iron Curtain” of almost 7,000 kilometers and 
stretching from the Barents Sea to the Black Sea, 
the Communist regimes seal themselves off from 
the rest of Europe.
Photo: picture alliance / CTK 

Video:
Nguyen Tien about his time as a 

Vietnamese contract worker in the 
GDR, 1:44 min., Deutsch.  

Source: youtube.com / Gedächtnis der Nation 

In August 1951, East Berlin hosts 
the 3rd World Festival of Youth 
and Students. In its early days, 
this festival is a biannual event. 
Every two years, selected par-
ticipants celebrate the”friend-
ship between the nations” with 
 parades, dances, and music. 
Post card: Stadtgeschichtliches Museum 
Leipzig 

On 13 April 1949, the 
SED’s central press 
organ proclaims that 
cosmopolitanism is the 
enemy of proletarian 
 internationalism. Only 
one year earlier, the 
same newspaper had 
praised the Soviet writer 
Ilja Ehrenburg as a “cos-
mopolitan and interna-
tionalist”.
Facsimile: Neues Deutschland 

Moscow 1956, two worlds collide: West German 
tourists with young Russians, who try to swap 
goods. The Communist regimes do not want their 
citizens to have contact with western visitors. 
Photo: SZ Photo 

In August 1973, East Berlin is again the host of the 
World Festival of Youth and Students. Never be-
fore had the GDR presented itself this open-minded 
and spirited. In the background, State Security goes 
to great lengths to warily monitor the hustle and 
 bustle of the event. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Top-ranking SED and CPSU officials review a lane of 
 Soviet sailors and applaud them in June 1971. This 
picture was taken on the occasion of a Soviet-German 
youth festival in Leningrad. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

In the 1970s, the countries of the Eastern Bloc recruit 
workers from Vietnam and other countries. This is 
marketed as an act of international solidarity, but the real 
reason is that the countries do not have enough workers. 
In the countries, the recruited workers are blocked off 
from the population. The photo shows contract workers 
upon their arrival in East-Berlin in 1973. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 21212121

Thousands of people wait to be 
admitted into the Ho Chi Minh 

Mausoleum on 19 May 1998. On 
this day, the founding father of 

modern-day Vietnam would have 
turned 108.    

Photo: picture alliance / dpa 
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Russia 1917 -  
From revolution 
to civil war

The “storming of the Winter Palace” on 25 October 
(7 November) 1917 becomes the central mythical 
 narrative of communism. In reality, the Bolsheviks  
seize power almost without a fight.
Revolution had already started in Russia with the 
 toppling of the tsar in February (March) 1917. But the 
Provisional Government, comprising socialists and 
 liberals, was unable either to put an end to the world 
war or to avoid economic collapse.
When the Bolsheviks lose the elections to the Russian 
Constituent Assembly in November 1917 and dissolve 
the latter by force in January after its constitution, the 
actual coup takes place, ending the democratic revo-
lution. The Bolsheviks allow peasant farmers to keep 
their land (for the time being) — but seize their surplus-
es. They promise workers’ self-government and “soviet 
rule” — but crush all defiant factory committees and 
soviets. They conclude a separate peace with Germa-
ny — but immediately start building a ‘Red Army’. They 
propagate the right of national self-determination —  
but forcibly reunite the multi-ethnic Russian empire 
in four years of civil war, which claims more lives than 
World War I, while the Bolsheviks emerge stronger 
from that chaos.

Boris Kustodiev‘s 1920 “The 
Bolshevik” is one of the first of 
many monumentalist paintings 
that stylize the less-than-
spectacular 1917 October uprising 
as a magical event of great 
significance for world history.
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media 

Female workers of the Putilov factory 
march in Petrograd (St. Petersburg) on 
February 23, 1917. This day marks the 
beginning of the February revolution that 
led to the abdication of the czar. 
Photo: picture alliance / Heritage Images 

The failed offensive with which Russia hoped 
to secure favorable conditions for peace 
talks would prove damaging to the demo-
cratic Provisional Government in July 1917. 
The Provisional Government was headed 
by Alexander Kerensky, who is shown here 
while inspecting a military parade. 
Photo: picture alliance / HIP 

On January 6, 1918, the Bolsheviks, following 
the elections in which they had won only 168 
of 703 seats, forcibly dissolve the Constituent 
Assembly convened the day before in Petrograd 
(St. Petersburg).
Painting by Boris Zvorykin, 1920: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives  / CCI 

Between 1918 and 1922, “Red” and “White” 
forces are locked in a bitter struggle during 
the Russian Civil War. Behind the front lines, 
hundreds of thousands are executed. 
Film still, Vladimir Lenin / Russian Revolution / 1917–1924, 
footage.framepool.com 

Armed members of the radical left 
take up positions behind barricades in 
Berlin’s newspaper district in January 
1919. The Social Democratic-led 
interim government, in power since the 
November Revolution of 1918, uses 
military force to suppress revolts around 
the country. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-ZB 

In 1920, Leon Trotsky, founding leader of the Red Army, 
beats back Polish intervention forces and the revolution 
spreads to the West. 
Poster: CPA Media / Pictures From History 03

“Onwards, Red Soldiers!” —  
A poster of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic (March to 
August 1919) fuels Bolshevik 
hopes that revolution would 
spread to the West. 
Poster: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI 

Video:
The 1917 October Revolution  

in Russia, 4:58 min., German. 
Source: youtube.com / Aus der Geschichte lernen 
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The great  
utopia - anything 
is achievable, 
anything possible
In the wake of the apocalyptic world war, the commu-
nists believe themselves to be in a historical endgame. 
From the ruins of the old world, they set out to create 
a new society that is free from corruption, superstition, 
possessive instinct and individualism, and that is 
radically cleansed, homogenised and disciplined. They 
believe they have deciphered the laws of political 
economics and history, and that they embody this 
omniscience themselves.
Especially the vagueness and totalitarian absoluteness 
of this aspiration are fertile soil for all sorts of delusions 
of omnipotence. And in the 1920s they inspire avant-
garde artists, futurists, constructivists or supremacists, 
as well as the ideologists of “social engineering”, to fill 
the void following the great break with utopian designs. 
Initially their works impart a nimbus of uttermost 
modernity to Soviet communism that has little in 
common with the sober reality.
Stalin violently brings this modernism and artistic 
pluralism to an end in the 1930s — and has himself 
portrayed and praised as a godlike creator of worlds 
in the classical style. After the death of the “immortal 
one” in 1953, more profane technological utopias 
supersede the delusions of omnipotence of those 
former years.

“Tasks of the Dobrochim: In War / In Peace” – 
The Russian acronym stands for “Voluntary 
Society of Friends of Chemical Defense and the 
Chemical Industry”. 
Poster, 1924: picture alliance / akg-images 

Video:
Russian Constructivism,  

3:27 min., English. 
 Source: youtube.com / Mikahil Oparin 

“Cloud Irons on Strasnoy Boulevard in Moscow,” 
architect’s drawing by Eliezer “El” Lissitzky, 1925. 
The avant-garde artist, who was born in 1890, sees 
the “New Russia” as an artistic and social rebirth of 
humanity. 
Photo: picture alliance / Heritage Images 

El Lissitzky’s poster for his Electro-Mechanical Show 
“Victory over the Sun”. This show was based on the 
opera of the same title by Aleksei Kruchenykh, which 
made Russian theater history in 1913. 
Poster, 1920 / 21: picture alliance / Heritage Images 

“And We Shall Conquer Drought!”, 
a 1949 poster promises as part of 
the “Great Plan for the Transforma-
tion of Nature”. 
Poster: picture alliance / CPA Media /  Pictures  
From History Catalog designed by El Lissitzky for the Soviet 

pavilion at the 1928 International Press Exhibition 
in Cologne (Pressa) illustrating the techno-utopian 
vision of the early Soviet Union. 
Photo: picture alliance / Heritage Images (259) 

In the 1920s, the Central Institute of Labor, 
with Aleksei Gastev as its director, aims 
to optimize workflows and thus increase 
production. This photograph documents 
the deviations that occur when the same 
work cycle is constantly repeated. 
Photo: commons.wikipedia 

For two decades, beginning in the 
1930s, Trofim Lysenko, a self- 

educated favorite of Stalin’s, is the 
dominating force in Soviet biology. 

His theories have a catastrophic 
effect on cereal agriculture, further 

exacerbating the food shortage. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI 

In October 1957, the Soviet Union launches  Sputnik, 
the first artificial satellite, into orbit. Soon after, 
there is speculation in a U.S. magazine about Soviet 
cities on the moon. The space race has the Soviets in 
the lead. 
Facsimile: Science Digest, February 1958 / blog.modernmechanix.com 05

Argonauts of  
the world revo-
lution - The  
Communist  
International
In 1919, the “Communist International” is founded 
in Moscow. It is not a loose association but a “world 
party” in which the new communist parties are required 
to submit themselves as “sections” to the strategies, 
doctrines and organisational principles dictated by 
Moscow.
The “International” aspires to be the counter-organi-
sation to the Geneva “League of Nations” and an 
instrument for the forthcoming global civil war for 
liberation from capitalism and imperialism. Thousands 
of professionally trained “Internationalists” assume 
leadership as instructors in those struggles — often 
against local party leaderships. Their missions merge 
increasingly with the operations of Soviet secret 
services. Many of these professional revolutionaries 
either die in the dungeons of their opponents or are 
murdered during Stalin’s Great Purge in the 1930s.
The “International” is a nightmare and a bearer of hope 
at the same time. Its evolution over almost 25 years 
is characterised by bloody defeats and senseless 
sacrifices, countless schisms and defamations, and 
questionable alliances with nationalist revolutionary 
forces.
But in all of this it is, until its dissolution in 1943, also 
the school for future leaders of world communism, 
from Europe to Asia, from Tito to Ho Chi Minh.

Otto Griebel’s painting “The 
Inter nationale” (1928 / 30) 
 depicts singing workers of every 
nationality. The battle  anthem 
of the same name, dating 
back to the Paris Commune, 
is  adopted as the hymn of the 
world Communist movement. 
Photo: Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
Berlin / A. Psille 

Video:
French attendees of the 1935 

 Comintern Congress in Moscow, 
27:28 min., French,  

partial English subtitling. 
Source: youtube.com 

The founding Congress of the Com-
munist International in March 1919 

in Moscow, attended by 51 delegates 
from 29 countries, calls for “direct 

clashes with the bourgeois State 
 machine in open struggle.” 

Photo: picture alliance / United Archives / WHA 

Karl Radek after his 1920 release from prison in 
Berlin, where he was one of the founders of the 
German Communist Party. This prototype of the 
international revolutionary would later be con-
demned and executed by firing squad following 
one of the Moscow show trials. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

Postcard commemorating the 
Pfingstjugendtag (Pentecost 
Youth Day) in Zurich, 1923. The 
Young Communist International 
is founded in 1919 to unite 
the youth organizations of the 
various Communist parties. 
Similar associations are 
established for unions and 
women’s organizations. 
Photo: Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv 

Boston, USA, May 1, 1930: Female demonstrators 
demand the introduction of the 35-hour work week, 
advocating membership in the U. S. Communist Party and 
calling for the defense of the Soviet Union. 
Photo: SZ Photo/Scher 

The Comintern forges an elite: This image shows Ho 
Chi Minh, the future president of Vietnam (standing, 
third from left) at the 1924 Fifth World Congress in 
Moscow. To conceal their identities, some of those 
pictured hide their faces. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

050505050505
Seventh World Congress of the Comintern, 
summer 1935: Following the victory of the 

National Socialists in Germany and the sup-
pression of the Communist Party of Germany, 

the world organization shifts its focus from 
fighting the Social Democrats towards creat-

ing anti-fascist “Popular Fronts”. 
Photo: SZ Photo 

Stalin’s purges would also target the 
founding generation of the U. S. S. R. and 
the Comintern. This photograph shows the 
former Chairman of the Comintern, Grigory 
Zinoviev, after his arrest in 1936 He was 
shot following a show trial. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media / Pictures from History 02

Communism  
in its time -  
A global  
movement
Communism was the largest and most radical mass 
movement of the 20th century. The parties of the 
“Communist International” were “of a new type”, as 
called for by Lenin. As cadre organisations they de-
manded total commitment and absolute discipline from 
their members. Once a communist party had gained 
power, all citizens had to actively submit themselves to 
its “leadership”.
This forcibly imposed aspiration to shape all spheres of 
life, rightly labeled as “totalitarian”, destroyed countless 
existences and ruined millions and millions of lives. And 
it left behind immense spiritual and social wastelands.
In their heyday, however, the communists were also 
able to mobilise a surprisingly youthful enthusiasm 
as well as significant intellectual and artistic ener-
gies —  before the permanently high levels of tension 
led to fatigue, passiveness, cynicism or dissidence.
The sudden collapse of the “socialist camp” and of the 
Soviet Union after 1989 nevertheless came unexpect-
edly — as did the rise of China under the uninterrupted 
dictatorship of its Communist Party. Both make it all 
the more necessary to explain the historical “evolution” 
of world communism since 1917.
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French philosophers Jean-Paul 
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir 
with Fidel Castro in Cuba, 1960. 
For decades, Communism was 
strongly appealing for many 
 artists and intellectuals. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 
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Communist and 
 socialist states in the 
late 1970s. 
Map: Osteuropa, 5–6, 2013 

Execution during the Cul-
tural Revolution in China. 
“Communism was the only 
movement in recent history 
that executed more of its own 
leaders, functionaries and 
adherents than were killed 
by its enemies,” writes the 
historian Hermann Weber. 
Photo, undated: SZ Photo / Rue des  
 Archives / FIA 

Sergei Eisenstein‘s 1928 silent film 
“ October” dramatizes Lenin‘s return 
from Swiss exile on April 3, 1917,  
and depicts it as an event of historical 
significance.
Film still: picture alliance / CPA Media /  
Pictures From History

This 1922 poster for the fifth 
anniversary of the October 
Revolution evokes the inter-
national spirit of the Commu-
nist movement. 
Poster: redavantgarde.com / Simakov I. V.  

Ernst Thälmann, chairman of the Communist 
Party, giving a speech at the Schlossplatz in 
Berlin on May 1, 1931. One year later, one in 
seven voters casts a ballot for the party during 
the German parliamentary elections. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Scherl 

SED Party grandees lead the way during the Liebknecht- 
Luxemburg remembrance ceremony on January 17, 1988; 
from left: Erich Honecker, General Heinz Keßler, Erich 
 Mielke, Egon Krenz and Günter Schabowski. Party leader 
Erich Honecker and Minister for State Security Erich Mielke 
joined the KPD in 1929 and 1925, respectively. 
Photo: SZ Photo / P / F / H 

The 18th National Congress of the Communist Party 
of China took place November 8 to 15, 2012, in the 
Great Hall of the People in Beijing. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Video:
Carmen-Maja Antoni sings the  

“Hymn to Communism”, words by: Bertolt Brecht,  
music by: Hanns Eisler, 1:08 min., German. 

Source: youtube / arte 
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”Political power 
grows out of  
the barrel of a 
gun” - Communist 
militarism
Communist movements and regimes develop their 
greatest organisational and technological achieve-
ments in the military field. All of the “people’s republics” 
that they establish are the outcome of civil wars and/or 
wars between states or against foreign occupants.
The constantly kept-alive feeling of being surrounded 
by a world full of enemies becomes the communists’ 
elixir of life. This continual state of tension is per-
petuated in the never-ending search for the enemy 
within and in the militarisation of everyday life. 
Revolutionary holidays bear a military stamp. The 
Party’s “democratic centralism” is, essentially, a 
command hierarchy. And everyone, be it in the political, 
economic or cultural sector, has to obey this principle.
The Soviet Union also stylises itself as a “peacekeeping 
superpower” that with its gigantic panoply of arma-
ments keeps “US imperialism” in check around the 
globe. In reality, the arms race and the rivalry between 
the systems fuel conflicts and civil wars on all 
continents.
When, in the mid-1980s, the global political tensions 
start to ease, the loss of its external enemy plays a 
key part in the disintegration of the Eastern Bloc. As a 
totalitarian state, the Soviet Union collapses in peace-, 
not wartime.

The military branches parading on the Red 
square in Moscow on 7 November 1987, the 
70th anniversary of the Russian October 
 Revolution.
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Video:
The Cold War in Africa — Somalia, Cuba, Soviet  

Union and Ethiopia, 3:18 min., English.  
Source: youtube.com / Omar El Saafi

When more than half of the GDR’s potato fields are infested 
by the potato beetle, the SED propaganda claims the beetles 
had been deliberately dropped by US aircraft. 
Poster: picture alliance / akg-images 

Soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army study the “Red Book”, 
a collection of Mao quotations, in 1966. The book also contains 
Mao’s dictum: “The party commands the gun”. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / PVDE 

National youth festival in East-Berlin, 
1979. With the slogan “we defend the 
socialist fatherland”, children are intro-
duced to premilitary education. 
Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Harald Schmitt 

An Angolan soldier in front of a Soviet ground-to-air missile in 
Cuito Cuanavale, February 1988. In 1975, after its decoloniza-
tion, a civil war breaks out in Angola. With interruptions, the 
war continues until 2002. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Peace propaganda at the 7th GDR 
Gymnastics and Sports Festival and 
the ninth GDR Youth Spartakiad in 
Leipzig in July 1983. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Nine years after its invasion of Afghanistan, the 
Soviet Union begins withdrawing its troops in 
1988. Moscow’s first direct military intervention 
outside its own domain after 1945 has turned 
into a disaster. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

In the fall of 1986, a breakthrough is achieved in the disarmament talks 
 between Washington and Moscow. The Soviet Union can literally no longer  
afford to participate in the arms race. The Soviet head of state and party  
leader Mikhail Gorbachev puts his emphasis on reforms. 
Facsimile: Der Spiegel, 41 / 1986 23

Reform &  
revolution -  
The  defeat  
of  communism  
in  Europe
Glasnost and perestroika — it is under these slogans 
that Mikhail Gorbachev strives from 1986 onward to 
modernise the ailing Soviet Union and to improve rela-
tions with the West. It is a reason why, in the summer 
of 1989, he grants the Eastern Bloc states greater 
self-determination. Although the opposition in Poland 
triumphs in semi-free elections on 4th June, Soviet su-
premacy in the Eastern Bloc seems to be set in stone. 
Communist China appears to be under much greater 
pressure and, during the night from 3rd to 4th June, vi-
olently suppresses mass protests that have been going 
on in Beijing for weeks, as they threaten to spill over to 
the provinces.
Without any hope of imminent changes, tens of thou-
sands of East German citizens attempt in their summer 
holidays to flee via Hungary or Czechoslovakia to the 
West. And despite the spectre of a “Chinese solution”, 
more and more East Germans now take to the streets 
and squares and demand reforms. This marks the 
 beginning of the Peaceful Revolution, which opens the 
floodgates with the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9th No-
vember. The communist regimes fall like dominoes in a 
series of mostly peaceful revolutions.
By the time the democratic revolution reaches Mos-
cow, the historic centre of the communist world, it can 
no longer be stopped by tanks. In August 1991, the 
Russian flag is hoisted over the Kremlin.

9 October 1989: More than 70,000 people are 
taking to the streets in Leipzig. The peaceful 
events of this “Monday demonstration” are 
later described as the watershed event for the 
history of the Peaceful Revolution. 
Photo: SZ Photo / ap / dpa / picture alliance 

Video:
August 1991 — Moscow in turmoil,  

2:59 min., English. 
Source: youtube.com / Tom Barton
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Sowjet-Republiken)
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Gründung
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1922

22402200 km2

1000 km

Armenien
30. Aug. 91

Moldau
27. Aug. 91
Georgien
9. Apr. 91

Aserbaidschan
18. Okt. 91

Ukraine
25. Aug. 91

Litauen
11. Mär. 90

Lettland
21. Aug. 91

Estland
20. Aug. 91

Nachfolgestaaten
mit Tag der
Unabhängigkeit

Weiß-
russland
24. Aug. 91

Kirgistan  31. Aug. 91

Tadschikistan  9. Sep. 91

Usbekistan
1. Sept. 91

Turkmenistan
27. Okt. 91

Russland
Dez. 1991

Kasachstan  16. Dez. 91

Der Zerfall der Sowjetunion

Quelle: xxx22353

The election alliance of the trade union “Solidarity” 
emerges the triumphantly from the first semi-
free election in the Eastern Bloc in June 1989. This 
campaign poster gained a lot of attention during 
the electoral campaign: US actor Gary Cooper as 
Western hero in “High Noon” (1952). 
Poster: picture alliance / prisma 

On 28 May 1989, Soviet nuclear physicist 
and dissident Andrei Sakharov speaks in 
front of the Congress of People’s Deputies of 
the Soviet Union, the Soviet parliament. In 
the background, Soviet head of state Mikhail 
 Gorbachev. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

On 3 and 4 June 1989, the 
Chinese military in Beijing 
violently crushes the protests 
which had started in April. The 
photo of the man who is standing 
in front of a column of tanks on 
June 5, 1989 becomes a symbol 
of civil disobedience. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo 

On 28 December 1998 in Bucharest, 
soldiers and armed civilians fight 
together against snipers of the 
Communist secret service. Three 
days earlier, Romanian dictator 
Nicolae Ceausescu and his wife had 
been assassinated. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

On 23 August 1989, the 50th anni-
versary of the Hitler-Stalin pact, hun-
dreds of thousands in the three Baltic 
Soviet republics form a human chain 
and demand national independence. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Young citizens of Moscow hoisting the old 
Russian tricolor on a roof next to the seat 
of the Central Committee of the CPSU on 
23 August 1991. The attempted coup by 
high-ranking party officials and members 
of the military has failed. This marks the 
 beginning of the end of the Soviet Union. 
Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Harald Schmitt 

This map about the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 shows when the individual coun-
tries gained their independence. 
Information graphics: picture alliance / dpa-Grafik 24

Revolution & 
restoration - 
From communism 
to post- 
communism
Whereas the breakup of Yugoslavia degenerates into 
a series of deadly conflicts and “ethnic cleansings”, the 
disintegration of the Soviet Union proceeds relative-
ly peacefully at first. But, despite new freedoms, many 
 former Soviet citizens perceive the collapse of the state 
and economy as a personal calamity. Privatisations most-
ly resemble mafia-type robbery. There emerges a new 
oligarchic order of power and property ownership whose 
backbone is often formed by secret service officers.
However, pogroms and wars ensue, such as in Chechnya, 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia or, as at present, in East-
ern Ukraine. They claim tens of thousands of lives and 
displace hundreds of thousands from their homelands. 
The driving force this time is, not least of all, the Kremlin’s 
 renewed hegemonial ambitions under Putin.
The transformation of eastern central Europe also 
proves to be more complicated than expected in the 
1990s. The heroes of the upheavals have difficulty hold-
ing their ground. ‘Flipped’ ex-communists experience 
a comeback before they are superseded by new, often 
 nationalist-authoritarian parties and leader figures
The People’s Republic of China, as an engine of the glo-
balised world economy, is meanwhile heading under the 
(seemingly) unshakeable dictatorship of the Communist 
Party for new shores that no one as yet can identify.

The gleaming skyline of Shanghai: Since 
the 1990s, the Communist Party has 
completely opened up China’s economy 
to the world market. The Communist 
party equates socialism with the unity 
and greatness of the nation, and claims 
that only the party’s dictatorship could 
guarantee said unity and greatness. 
Photo, 2015: SZ Photo / Kevin Lee Video:

Georgia’s Post-Soviet Story,  
5:24 min., English. 

Source: youtube.com / Open Society Foundation

Citizens of the Bosnian capital Sarajevo seeking shelter 
from Serbian sniper fire on 6 April 1992. These are the 
days in which the Bosnian War begins. It rages until 1995 
and eventually claims approximately 100,000 lives. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

An elderly, homeless Russian woman beg-
ging for money in Moscow on 25 January 
1994. Behind her a billboard advertisement 
for cigarettes which reads “Test the West”. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Grozny on 25 February 1995. A 
Russian soldier standing in front of 
the destroyed Presidential Palace. 
In December 1995, Russia invaded 
Chechnya, which had already declared 
its independence back in 1991. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Moscow, October 2012: The appeal of 
mink coats. “New Russians” flaunting 
their wealth. Moscow has more billion-
aires than New York. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

280 asylum seekers are accommodated in a former 
housing area for Russian soldiers in Brand, district of 
Lübben. It is January 1994, and the site has not yet 
been cleared of the military scrap on which these two 
Bulgarian children are playing. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, 2001: For the tenth 
anniversary of the country’s independence, 
Saparmurat Niyazov († 2006), the country’s dictator 
and former chairman of the Communist party, 
presents himself, “Turkmenbashi,”, the father of all 
Turkmen, with a golden statue. 
Photo: picture alliance / Arco Images GmbH 

Parade in Moscow on 9 May 2005: The victory of  
 Stalin’s Soviet Union in the “Great Patriotic War” 60 years 

ago has become the founding myth of Putin’s Russia.  
Photo: picture alliance / AP

Reflecting  
on an era - 
Communism  
in the  
20th century
It is time, 100 years after the October Revolution, 
to scrutinise the history of communism afresh. It is 
inextricably intertwined with the crises of the capitalist 
world economy and the two world wars. Intermingled 
within it are resistance to western hegemony and 
culture and hopes for emancipation and liberation that 
have largely been disappointed.
At its centre is the fate of two old shattered empires, 
Russia and China, which the communists pieced 
together again — and today have re-emerged 
with a different ideological mix and new economic 
foundations as cultural and global political opponents 
of the West. Is it in any way possible to relativise the 
wording “end of communism”?
Researchers have calculated that communism is 
responsible for the deaths of up to 100 million people. 
Unlike the National Socialists, the communist regimes 
of the 20th century used violence and terror mainly 
against their own societies. Which is why their heirs in 
Moscow or Beijing today would like to cloak everything 
in a mantle of heroic tragedy. And many people, 
similarly, cannot and do not wish to face up to the 
legacy of violence on a massive scale that has affected 
every second family. For precisely those reasons it 
is so difficult to “come to terms” with the history of 
communism.
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Editors
By funding projects and publishing own material, the 
Bundesstiftung zur Aufarbeitung der SED-Diktatur 
(Federal Foundation for the Reappraisal of the SED 
Dictatorship) contributes to a comprehensive analysis of 
the causes, history, and the consequences of Communist 
dictatorships in Germany and Europe.   
www.bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de

The Deutsches Historisches Museum (German Historical 
Museum) is a national museum, which portrays German 
history in its European context. Situated in Berlin‘s histo-
ric center, it sees itself as a place of communication and 
 vibrant discussion of German history.  www.dhm.de

Who are the people behind this exhibition?
The author of the exhibition is Dr. Gerd Koenen. In his 2001 
book „Das Rote Jahrzehnt“ (the red decade), he vividly 
explains the development of radical left-wing groups 
between 1967 and terrorist German Autumn in 1977 and 
critically analyzes the motives of the activists — including 
his own. Further books by the author address the literature 
of the socialist personality cult („Die Großen Gesänge“, 
1991), German terrorism („Vesper, Ensslin, Baader“, 2003), 
the way Russia is viewed in Germany („Der Russland-
Komplex“, 2005), or the narratives of the Latin American 
guerilla („Das Guevara Projekt“, 2008). In 2017, C.H.Beck 
will publish his new book „Die Farbe Rot — Kommunismus  
als Weltgeschichte“.  www.gerd-koenen.de

 
The responsible project  manager 
was Dr. Ulrich Mählert (Bundesstiftung 
Aufarbeitung), who selected and commented the photos 
and  documents in  cooperation with Gerd Koenen. 

The exhibition design was developed by Leipzig-based 
 graphic artist Dr. Thomas Klemm.  
www.thomasklemm.com

QR-codes
The exhibition features QR codes, which provide a link to 
24 contemporary film documents on the internet. These 
documents can be played on the visitors‘ smartphones. 
Many of these documents are in English or have English 
subtitles.

Acknowledgements 
The editors would like thank the archives, museums, and 
media, their staffs and all other supporters of this project, 
who provided photos, caricatures, and facsimiles. First and 
foremost, we would like to thank the dpa picture agency 
„picture alliance“ and „Süddeutsche Zeitung Photo“, which 
provided the bulk of the images used in this exhibition. 
Special thanks also go out to: akg-images, Archiv der 
sozialen Demokratie in der FES, archive.org, Bundesarchiv, 
Ute Caumanns, Framepool, Thomasz Kizny, Memorial 

 
Moskau,  
Neues Deutschland, 
Presse- und Informationsamt der 
Bundesregierung,  redavantgarde.com, Robert-
Havemann-Gesellschaft, Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv,  
Der Spiegel, Stadtgeschichtliches Museum Leipzig,  
Günther Uecker, Wikipedia, The Wolfsonian, Zeitschrift 
Osteuropa.

Please note
All photos, audio documents, and texts as well as the 
exhibition design are subject to copyright and must not be 
reproduced, processed, or distributed in any form without 
the consent of the copyright owner. The copyright owners 
of the individual photos are stated in the image captions. 

Do you have any questions or anything to criticize 
concerning the exhibition? Or did we — despite our most 
diligent research — fail to observe your copyright and /
or exploitation rights? Please feel free to email Dr. Ulrich 
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From classicism to postmodernism: Museum 
of Socialist Art, Sofia (Bulgaria), 2011. Similar 
museum parks with the statues of the founders 
and heroes of the former “Socialist Camp” which 
had been dismounted after 1989 can be found  
in all parts of eastern Europe. 
Photo: picture alliance / ap Photo 

Video:
Romanian youth remember  

communist regime past,  
2:37 min., English.
Source: youtube.com / AFP 

For the amusement of their guests, restau-
rant staff at ‘The Red Revolutionary Dining 
Room’ perform a cabaret act where they 
reenact the execution of a landowner. The 
people “overcome” the terrible memories of 
the days of the red terror with laughter. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Silent commemoration of the victims of 
political terror in Communist Romania. The 
commemoration takes place in Fort 13 in 
Jilava. The prison, situated south of Bucha-
rest, was known for its abysmal detention 
conditions. 
Photo, December 2010: picture alliance / AP Photo

The dissolution of the “Socialist 
Camp” after 1989 often takes 
on the form of a huge bazaar. A 
flea market at Checkpoint Charlie, 
 early 1990. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Artist and former GDR citizen Günther Uecker, 
famous for his “Nagelskulpturen” (nail works), 
took pictures of the victims of the torture 
prison Tuol Sleng in Phnom Penh (Cambodia) 
and edited the pictures in his own characteristic 
way, thus creating a memorial in their honor, 
and in the honor of so many others.
Günther Uecker 
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Old people,  
new people - 
The great 
 experiment
The communists are driven by an all-consuming-
hatred of representatives of the “old society”, be they 
aristo cracy, military, civil servants or religious leaders, 
modern “bourgeoisie” such as industrialists, business 
people and bankers, the “petty bourgeois”, “bourgeois 
intellectuals”, liberals, social democrats and, last but not 
least, prosperous peasants (“kulaks”). All of them are 
regarded as “parasites” and “enemies of society” — as 
“old people” of whom society must be cleansed.
The place of these “old people” is to be taken by andro-
gynous “new people” with healthy bodies and trained 
intellect who would harness the endless potentials of 
science, technology and culture. This ideal of optimising 
“human material”, which is most typical of the era, is an 
especially extreme view advocated by the communists.
De facto, for lack of “class-conscious proletarians”, the 
communists look mainly to children and adolescents 
whose energy, thirst for experience, willingness to 
make sacrifices and aspirations are easier to exploit. 
Ambitious “climbers” and young careerists soon form 
the backbone of the bloated administration, pro-
paganda or repression apparatus that is the hallmark 
of communist regimes everywhere.

Androgynous “New Man and Woman” in the catalog 
designed by El Lissitzky for the 1929 Russian Exposition in 
the Zurich Kunstgewerbemuseum. This image was created 
in 2013 at an exhibition at the MoMA in New York. 
Photo: picture alliance / Sergi Reboredo Video:

Historian Jörg Baberowski about  
the “new man”, 1:43 min., German.  

Source: youtube.com / Anne Roerkohl  

Members of the “bourgeoisie”, guarded by 
Red Army soldiers, are forced to clear snow in 
Petrograd in 1919. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

In 1930, the writer Maksim Gorky visits 
the Bolshevo labor commune inspired by 
the Soviet educator Anton Makarenko, 
which aimed to develop neglected and 
criminal youths into “all-around developed 
personalities”.
Photo, 1929: AKG704895 

This poster to mobilize attendance for 
the congress of the Komsomol, the Soviet 
youth organization, in Moscow in August 
1938 features smartly turned out young 
Communists hailing from all Soviet nations. 
Poster: picture alliance / akg-images 

French children during a 1936 French 
 Communist Party rally in Paris during the 
 Popular Front government. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-Zb 

“Former people” — aristocrats, high-ranking officers 
of the imperial military, capitalists and members of 
the bourgeoisie, are swept up by the proletarian dic-
tatorship’s dustpan and broom and relegated to the 
“dust heap of history”. 
Caricature: Leningradskaya Pravda, March 22, 1935 

“THOU SHALT …” The “Ten Commandments for the 
New Socialist” are proclaimed during the Fifth SED 
Party Congress in 1958. Evoking the biblical Ten 
Commandments, they encapsulate the social and 
ideological duties of every GDR citizen. 
Image: BArch, Plak 100-014-051 / N. N. 

Group photograph of the “Inter-
national Conference of Communist 
and Workers Parties” in Moscow, 
1969. As the movement of global 
Communism spreads, it calcifies 
more and more into a system of 
bureaucratic officialdom. 
Photo: Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv,  
Sozarch_F_5076-Fe-002 
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Fascism and  
anti-fascism -  
The deadly  
game
“Anti-fascism”, which post-1945 will serve the com-
munist regimes as their central legitimisation, obscures 
two decades of fatal games played both with emerging 
fascist movements and with nationalists of every hue. 
The communists also refer to any political opponents 
as “fascists”, be they “social fascists”, “clerical fascists” 
or “national fascists”. With the result that ‘all cats look 
grey at night’.
During the terrorist “purges” of the 1930s, “Trotsky-
ists” are declared to be the spearhead of world fascism. 
The Stalinist hate speeches against the “Judas Trotsky” 
often come across as a mirror image of the Nation-
al Socialists’ concept of their enemy, namely “Jewish 
 Bolshevism”. All of this confuses the situation, as well 
as people’s minds, even more. While the next world 
war is looming, the Soviet Union keeps all of its options 
open, which is why the Hitler-Stalin Pact of August 
1939 does not encounter any major ideological obsta-
cles — either in Berlin or in Moscow. Hitler, according 
to an internal directive by Stalin, is doing a good job, for 
the time being, of smashing global imperialism. This 
dangerous geopolitical gamble backfires in June 1941 
when the German Wehrmacht devastatingly catches 
the Red Army off-guard.

Paris World Fair 1937. The pavilion of the German Empire 
(left) and the Soviet Union (right) directly face each other 
and are awarded with gold medals for their architecture.
Photo, coloring subsequently applied: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI 

Video:
By the end of September 1939, the National Socialist newsreel Wochen-

schau triumphantly reports about the German advance in Poland and, 
starting at minute 11:06, about a joint parade of German and Soviet troops 

on 22 September in the Polish city Brest-Litovsk, 16:19 min., German.
Source: archive.org 

At a demonstration in the Berlin of the 1920s, the 
Young Communist League of Germany calls to arms 
against “social fascism”. Until the mid-1930s, the 
social democrats are one of Communism’s main 
enemies. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

A French poster of 1937 calls on all anti-fascists to 
show solidarity with the Second Spanish Republic. 
The poster was initiated by anarcho-syndicalists. By 
that time, they are already violently fought by Soviet 
secret agents in Spain. 
Poster: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / Tallandier 

One of countless Soviet caricatures from the terror 
year 1937: “Judas” Trotsky orders the “Old Bolshe-
viks” Pyatakov, Radek, and Sokolnikov to kiss the 
Nazi boot. 
Facsimile: Moscow News, February 3–10, 1937, p. 15 /  
http://schauprozesse.phil.hhu.de 

On 20 September 1939, the British daily newspaper 
Evening Standard publishes a caricature by David Low, 
in which Hitler and Stalin greet each other over the 
corpse of Poland: “The scum of the Earth, I believe?” 
“The bloody assassin of the workers, I presume?” 
Caricature: picture alliance / © Selva / Leemage 

Underneath a giant Lincoln portrait, the Communist Party of the 
USA swears to “labor, security, peace, and democracy” and to the 
friendship with the Soviet Union in September 1939. This is the age 
of popular front policy. In the meantime, World War II had broken 
out in Europe. 
Photo: www.reddit.com / N. N. 

1111111111
Margarete Buber-Neumann at the trial against Emil 
Carlebach before the local court in Frankfurt / Main, 

January 1951. The politician of the Communist Party 
of Germany (KPD) had claimed that her memoir, in 

which she describes her deportation from her exile in 
the Soviet Union to Nazi Germany, was a lie. 

Photo: SZ Photo / UPI

With red flag, rifle, and the hand raised to 
take the oath: This group of figures was 

crafted by Fritz Cremer between 1954 
ans 1958. It depicts surviving concentra-

tion camp inmates in Buchenwald. With a 
fierce expression on their faces, they look 

beyond the landscapes of Weimar and 
into the future. 

Photo, 1970: BArch Bild 183-J0311-0302-001 / Hubert Link 
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Atheism  
as a credo -  
The battle  
against religion
Communists fight a long battle against the religions 
with huge repressive and propagandistic effort — and 
almost invariably lose. By the end of the 1930s the 
CPSU already recognises that it will not succeed in 
replacing the old religious orthodoxy with a new atheist 
orthodoxy in the hearts and minds of many people.
The rehabilitation of the Russian-Orthodox church in 
1943 is owed to the hardships of the “Great Patriotic 
War” — as well as to the resistance of religious 
believers. The staying power of religion is even greater 
in Poland and in other countries of eastern / central 
Europe after 1945.
The arrangement between party and church, such as 
the one reached in Poland and East Germany, is already 
a telltale sign of revisionism and betrayal in the eyes of 
the Albanian communists for example. China’s “Cultural 
Revolution” also channels its energy into destroying 
religious writings and places of worship.
While, from the 1970s onward, the Eastern Bloc 
comes to appreciate the liberation theologians of Latin 
America as potential allies, every conceivable effort 
is undertaken to suppress political comments made 
by the churches at home. But these efforts fade, as 
evidenced by Poland and East Germany where the 
churches, to different degrees, pave the way for radical 
change in 1989.

On 30 May 1968, the Leipzig University 
Church, which survived the war practically 
unscathed, is dynamited. Both in the GDR 
and the USSR, “ socialist city planning” again 
and again also serves the purpose of creating 
a mental tabula rasa.
Photo: picture alliance / epd 

Video:
Catholics struggle in China, 

2:45 min., English. 
Source: youtube.com / CNN 

In the middle of the 1920s, Red Army 
soldiers loot the Muscovite Simonov 
Monastery, confiscate the cultic treasures, 
and desecrate the relics in order to prove 
the powerlessness of religious belief. 
Photo: SZ Photo 

The militantly atheist magazine “Bezbozhnik 
u  Stanka”, “The Godless at the Workbench”, is 
published from 1923 to 1931. In 1929, it suggests 
to replace an important Orthodox holiday with 
a day dedicated to the commemoration of the 
industrialization of the Soviet Union. 
Cover: commons.wikipedia.org / Bogdan 

Students of theology in the reading room of the 
Zagorsk Monastery near Moscow, 1955. On the 
wall, a picture of Stalin. Since World War II, the 
Ortho dox church is under intense observation and 
in large parts a heavily manipulated part of the 
Soviet power system. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Hannes Betzler 

“Red Guards” in front of a Buddhist temple near 
Beijing. Above the temple entrance, they have hung 
a picture of their leader Mao. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo 

April 1950: First show trial against Catholic clerics 
in Prague. Bishops and priests are branded “agents 
of the Vatican” and sentenced to serve long terms 
in internment camps. Large parts of the church’s 
wealth are confiscated. 
Photo: SZ Photo / CTK Photobank / Cestmir Jiru 
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The first Friedenswerkstatt (workshop for peace)  

in the Erlöserkirche in East Berlin in June 1982. In 
the last decade of the GDR, some priests and  

church parishes open their rooms for new grass-
roots  initiatives by the opposition. 

Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Harald Schmitt 

In June 1987, Pope John Paul 
II makes his third official visit 
to the Polish People’s Republic. 
Millions of faithful followers, many 
equipped with banners of the 
prohibited trade union “Solidarity”, 
show their opposition against the 
regime. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 
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The grand  
illusion -The  
communists and 
the workers
Communism was originally meant to “liberate” the 
industrial proletariat and be the “work of the workers 
themselves”. But at no time, anywhere, do the commu-
nists seize power through “proletarian class struggles”, 
and only very seldom do they enjoy lasting support 
from the working class. The vast majority of trade un-
ions and works councils in the industrial and developing 
countries remain dominated by socialists, social demo-
crats, Christians and other actors.
In the communist countries in which they allegedly 
constitute the “ruling class”, workers are not only dis-
enfranchised politically. They are also robbed of their 
possibilities to organise themselves and represent their 
own interests. Unquestionably, many avenues open up 
for young workers to advance socially via the party and 
state. But the bulk of the new power and functionary 
elites tends initially to stem from proletarianised peas-
ant farmer families, the petty bourgeoisie or educated 
classes.
Eventually, the party bureaucracy and intelligentsia 
recruit mainly from their own offspring, thus acquiring 
the profile of a “New Class” against which especially 
the workers, too, revolt in the social unrest of the post-
war decades.

Video:
Victorious Destination.  

Animated Soviet propaganda,  
1939, 6:48 min., Russian  

with English subtitles. 
Source: youtube.com 

A worker in a cement factory which 
processes carcinogenic asbestos in 
Małkinia Górna in Poland, 1976. 
Despite claims to the opposite, heavy 
physical work in the Eastern Bloc is not 
paralleled by sufficient occupational 
safety.
Photo: SZ Photo / Forum 

“Workers! Vote for your Party. The Social Demo-
crats.” 1924 election poster. In Germany — as in 
almost all other developed countries — the Social 
Democrats have considerably more followers among 
workers than the Communists. 
Poster: AdsD FES / Georg Wilke 

Ukrainian farmers at a political 
convention, August 1929. This 
is the year in which the forced 
collectivisation begins, which 
combines “working farmers” in 
kolkhozes and is the reason for 
millions of deaths from star-
vation within three years. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

In August 1935, mine worker 
Alexey Stakhanov reportedly mined 
13 times the target production. A 
Soviet productivity propaganda, 
which is imitated in all Communist 
regimes, is named after him. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

In 1957, the book “The 
new class. An analysis of 

the communist system” 
is published in the West. 

Its was written by 
Milovan Đilas, a Yugoslav 
Communist Party leader, 

who had been incarcerated 
since 1956. In the book, he 

analyses the nomenklatura, 
the new Communist party 

bureaucracy.  
Cover: Kindler, Munich 1957 

With its “great leap forward” campaign 
between 1958 and 1961, China tries to catch 
up with the Soviet Union and the Western 
industrialized countries by means of its “bare 
hands”. This undated photographic image 
shows workers who are moving heavy loads. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media / Pictures From History 

In August 1961, the staff of the Prague-based motor-
cycle manufacturer JAWA “unanimously” welcomes the 
resumption of the Soviet atomic bomb tests. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Jindrich Saroch / CTK Photobank 

Workers who master all target values by using their hand 
and their brain are among the most perennial subjects of 
publicly commissioned art in Communist countries. 
A North Korean propaganda painting, photographed in 2012 by  
Olaf Schülke: SZ Photo 08

The grand scheme-  
Industrialisation  
through  
collectivisation
The “Great Turnaround” of 1929 / 30 — the transition 
to the enforced collectivisation of agriculture and in-
dustrialisation of the Soviet Union — coincides with 
the Great Depression. Although there is no direct link 
between them, it opens up major opportunities for 
Moscow propagandistically, economically and diplo-
matically.  Especially German and US enterprises vie for 
“Russian orders”. The communists, on the other hand, 
reach a low point in their influence in the West — or 
become worn down in “sectarian” street fighting and 
strikes.
In reality, the “socialist development” in the Soviet 
Union is achieved through complete exploitation of 
the workers. The boundaries between paid and forced 
labour become blurred. The triumphal performance 
indicators are questionable; new industrial complexes 
often stand like cathedrals in a social wilderness. And 
the collectivisation of the agricultural sector leads to an 
unprecedented famine disaster which claims millions  
of lives.
The more austere the living conditions, the more 
colour ful the fiction created in propaganda about the 
“good life” in the “fatherland for all workers”. In the late 
1950s, the People’s Republic of China will repeat this 
experiment in an even more extreme manner with its 
“Great Leap Forward”.

Video:
China under Mao —  

“Der Große Sprung nach vorn”  
(The Great Leap Forward),  

6:47 min., German. 
Source: youtube.com / ARD 

Map of the USSR in 1931. The 
caption says: “This map is not 
like the old maps. ‘The five-
year-plan takes action’. […] 
Hundreds of large construction 
sites are not even mentioned in 
here […].“ 
Photo: Archiv Memorial Moskau 

Detroit, USA, at the time of the 
world economic crisis. A man 
looking for work. Since 1929, 
Western industrialized nations 
experience mass unemployment. 
More and more contemporaries 
harbor doubts about the capitalist 
economy. 
Photo, undated: picture alliance / akg-images 

“Monthly steel output” A Soviet picture postcard of 
1930 depicts how the planned economy surpasses 
the collapsing capitalist system. 
Photo: The Wolfsonian — Florida International University (Miami, Florida) 

Magnitogorsk, which was built almost overnight as 
part of the first five-year-plan and equipped with 
Western technology, becomes the world’s biggest 
iron and steel producer and the symbol of Soviet 
industrialization politics. 
Photo, undated: picture alliance / akg-images Between 1931 and 1933, the construction of the White Sea Canal was com-

pleted in record time and with the most primitive of means. Tens of thousands 
of forced laborers work on the construction sites. The inmates of the gulag 
camps become the labor reservoir for all major Soviet construction projects. 
Photo, summer 1932: wikipedia / Kl833x9~commonswiki 

“Destroy the class of the kulaks“, poster, 
1930. The fight against the self-employed 

farmers, who are portrayed as leeches and 
ape-like half-humans, is a centerpiece of 

the collectivization policy.  
Poster: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd

In 1932/33, forced collectivisation re-
sults in a famine which claims about 
three million lives in Ukraine alone. At 
the same time, Moscow finances the 
import of machinery by exporting grain. 
Photo, Ukraine 1932 /33: picture alliance / dpa 

A 1952 poster from the GDR celebrates the “monu-
ments of Communism”, which were designed under 
Stalin’s prudent guidance to bear witness to the 
supremacy of the Soviet way. 
Poster: picture alliance / akg-images 09

The Great  
Terror -  
Dream of a  
final purge
The dream of liquidating all enemies and “vermin” 
socially, politically and also physically is a structural 
element of communist rule and celebrated in 
propaganda and art as “heroic determination”.
Once all actual or potential enemies have been 
eliminated, the terror shifts to ever new categories of 
so-called public enemies. Article 58 of the Soviet Penal 
Code makes almost any independent thought and 
action punishable. It creates the legal basis for forced 
labour on a massive scale, for the deportation of entire 
ethnic groups, and for the excessive use of the death 
penalty. The Great Terror of the 1930s, orchestrated by 
Stalin himself, came frighteningly close to annihilating 
entire sections of the population, with hundreds of 
thousands shot and millions imprisoned.
The repeated “purges” that all communist parties 
and their power structures go through in one way or 
another are also unique historically. These include 
show trials and ostracisms, mutual denunciations, and 
masochistic self-criticism. In many things it remains 
inconceivable how “terror” actually functioned as 
a regular political instrument and as an everyday 
psychological condition.

“Destroy the monster! Wipe 
Trotsky, the enemy of the 
people, and his blood-thirsty 
gang of fascists from the face 
of this earth” Poster from 
1937, the heyday of the Great 
Terror in the Soviet Union. 
Poster: picture alliance / Heritage Images

Aleksei Zheltikov, a locksmith who 
was born in 1890, is shot on 1 No-
vember 1937. Between 1936 and 
1938, more than 700,000 people 
are murdered during the time of the 
Great Terror in the Soviet Union. This 
photo was taken shortly before his 
execution, after which he is hastily 
buried in a nameless grave.
Photo: Thomas Kizny 

The trial against Rudolf Slánský and thirteen other 
Czechoslovak CP leaders in November 1952 continues a 
series of show trials which had started 1949 in Hungary. 
By means of these trials, it is intended to “cleanse” the 
parties of the Eastern Bloc and to bring them in line. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / Tallandier 

At a works assembly at the time of the show trials 
against Zinoviev and Kamenev in 1936, factory 
workers must vote for imposing the death penalty 
on the “Trotskyist-Zinonievist gang of murderers 
and terrorists”. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa

“Ewiges Gedenken“ (Eternal remembrance): 
Tombstone of Wassili Blochin (1895–1955) at 
the Novodevichy Cemetery in Moscow. Blochin 
was the chief executioner of the NKVD and per-
sonally executed tens of thousands of prison-
ers. He dies highly  decorated and without ever 
having been punished for his actions. 
Photo: Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung / Maria Medvedeva 

Nikita Khrushchev on 14 February 1956 in front of the delegates 
of the 20th CPSU party congress. Ten days later, the Soviet head 
of state and party leader gives a secret speech at the 20th CPSU 
party congress in which he denounces Stalin’s crimes. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

China, August 1968. “Red Guards” 
haul alleged “revisionist cadres” or 
“capitalist elements” to a mass trial. 
The “Cultural Revolution”, which Mao 
sparked in 1966, claims the lives of 
hundreds of thousands and destroys 
millions of existences. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

The Gulag Archipelago: In 1989, in the time of 
perestroika and glasnost, a map of the Soviet Union 
shows all prison and labor camps that have existed 
in the Soviet Union since the 1920s. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

Video:
Victims of the 1930s Great Purge.  

Archive footage, 3:04 min., English.
Source: youtube.com / RIANOVOSTI
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Effusive song-
writing - Leader-
ship cults and 
 heroic myths
Communism attracts artists and intellectuals around 
the globe. Major writers and poets in the East and 
West dedicate fulsome hymns and praises to the lead-
ers of the communist world movement — from Lenin 
to Stalin and Mao to lesser “deities” such as Tito, Kim 
Il-sung, Enver Hoxha, or Fidel Castro.
These “effusive songs” in many languages become a 
chapter in literary history that tends to be withheld. 
The same applies to the countless statues and paint-
ings, posters, films and photos, songs and music which 
immortalise the communist leaders and heroes. Often 
the prescribed style of “socialist realism” quite effec-
tively combines folkloristic and classic motifs with 
highly modern and sophisticated artistic styles.
When Nikita Khrushchev condemns “personality cults” 
at the 20th Congress of the CPSU in 1956, he makes 
Stalin solely responsible for all the crimes of the Com-
munist Party. In China at the same time there are the 
beginnings of a Mao cult which, every so often, reaches 
unprecedented levels of political idolatry. Yet also the 
“New Left” of 1968 in the West indulges in a cult of 
its idols in a postmodernist way and completely on its 
own impulse, which in some cases still lives on today in 
pop culture.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin in an intimate conversation with Joseph 
Vissarionovich Stalin, his “most loyal scholar”. Monument at the 
Minsk–Moscow highway. 
Photo, 1950: SZ Photo 

Video:
Romanian head of state and party leader  

Nicolae Ceausescu on a state visit in Pyongyang,  
1978, 5:03 min. 

Source:  youtube.com 

A 1935 caricature in the US newspaper 
Daily Herald mocks the Soviet Union’s cult of 
personality around Stalin, which is copied by 
Communist parties all across the globe. 
Facsimile: SZ Photo /National Media Museum / SSPL 

Performance of the Stalin- 
Lenin Choir at a commemo-
ration ceremony on the 30th 
anniversary of the October 
Revolution. 
Photo, Jewgeni Chaldei, Moskau 1947:  
picture alliance / ZB 

A glass sculptor working on a vase with a Stalin 
portrait. Snapshot from inside the glass works of 
Kamenický Šenov (Czechoslovakia) from 1949. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Alexandr Hampl / CTK Photobank 

“Nation — Party — Enver”: Albanian head of 
state and party leader Enver Hoxha depicted 
as the teacher of his happy people. In 1961, 
Stalinist Hoxha breaks with the Soviet Union 
and temporarily forms an alliance with China. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd (289) 

Poem by the novelist 
and GDR culture minister 

Johannes R. Becher on the 
occasion of the death of 
Stalin in March 1953 —  

one of many Stalin hymns 
penned by him. 

Facsimile: Neues Deutschland,  
7 March 1953, p. 4

Student protest in Munich, 
1968. Che Guevara, Ho Chi 
Minh, and Karl Marx are 
among the icons with which 
the new left in the West 
spooks the establishment. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rudolf Dietrich 

“Learn from Léi Fēng” is the title of a Maoist campaign which 
starts in 1963 and makes the adolescent People’s Army soldier, 

who allegedly sacrificed himself selflessly, a “national role model”. 
In today’s China, the Léi Fēng Cult is experiencing a revival.  

Photo, Shenyang, 2012: picture alliance / dpa
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From the Elbe  
to the Yangtze 
 River - The birth 
of the ”socialist 
world camp”
In the same way that World War I was the catalyst for 
the global communist movement, World War II was 
instrumental in the spread of the communist sphere of 
influence “from the Elbe to the Yangtze River”.
After Stalin’s regime successfully mobilised patriotic 
sentiments in the “Great Patriotic War” and gained 
legitimacy domestically, it enjoys unprecedented inter-
national prestige as the main victor over Germany in 
1945.
The years up to 1949 see the formation of a “social-
ist world camp” which, in Europe, correlates with the 
sphere of influence which Moscow has gained militarily. 
The “people’s democracies” in eastern/central Europe 
are formed using political violence and terror, which 
initially is directed at the opponents of the new order 
and soon, also, against the state parties themselves. 
Show trials and purges are the order of the day. Tito’s 
Yugoslavia, which turned its back on Moscow in 1948, 
cannot be allowed to be copied elsewhere.
The popular uprisings in East Germany in 1953 and in 
Hungary and Poland in 1956 demonstrate how shaky 
the ground is on which these dictatorships are built. 
Their armed suppression by their Soviet “friends” 
 ensures the creation of a politico-military bloc that 
 becomes increasingly isolated from western Europe by 
the Iron Curtain.

Group portrait of the leaders of the new socialist 
camp on the occasion of Stalin’s 70th birthday on 
21 December 1949 in Moscow. To the left of Stalin 
is Mao Zedong and behind him to the right is Walter 
Ulbricht, the powerful man of the newly founded GDR. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images Video:

Czechoslovakia, 1948,  
2:04 min., English. 

Source: British Pathé / youtube.com 

An iconic picture of the 20th century: The Soviet 
soldier Meliton Kantaria raising the Soviet flag atop 
the ruins of the Berlin Reichstag building on 2 May 
1945. The scene was staged for a photoshoot by 
photographer Yevgeny Khaldei. 
Photo: SZ Photo / dpa 

At the elections for the French 
National Assembly on 21 October 
1945, the French Communist Party 
wins 26 percent of the votes and 
becomes the strongest parliamentary 
party in France. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images / Paul Almasy 

Greek government forces march off arrest-
ed Communist partisans, among them young 
women, in Saloniki in 1949. Since 1946, a civil 
war had been raging in Greece. The Commu-
nists are supported by Tito’s Yugoslavia. 
Photo: SZ Photo / ap / dpa / picture alliance 

In June 1948, Europe is the stage for a 
political showdown. For almost an entire 
year, Moscow blocks railway, road, and canal 
access routes to West Berlin. During this 
time, supplies were carried into the western 
half of the divided city by means of an airlift.
Photo of the Tempelhof airport, 6 July 1948:  
picture alliance / akg-images 

12
Communist People’s Militias march-
ing over the Charles Bridge in Prague 
on 28 February 1948. A few days 
earlier, Moscow had staged a coup 
d’etat in Czechoslovakia. 
Photo: SZ Photo / CTK Photobank 

Rally in Beijing on 5 February 1949, a few 
days after the invasion of the “People’s 
Liberation Army”. Mao proclaims the 
“People’s Republic of China” in Beijing on 
1 October. The most populous country on 
earth becomes a Communist state. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Photo 

The Communist regimes in Eastern Central Europe have to resort to the use of 
arms to assert their power. The 1953 uprising in the GDR as well as the 1956 

uprising in Hungary can only be suppressed with the help of Soviet troops. 
Photo, East Berlin, 17 June 1953: Bundesregierung / Perlia-Archiv 13

”The east wind  
will prevail over 
the west wind” -  
Asia the storm 
centre
The Berlin Blockade of 1948 is the prelude to the Cold War 
between East and West. It is Asia, however, that becomes 
the actual storm centre of the global confrontations.
There the defeated Japanese occupiers have left a vacu-
um that patriotic resistance movements use and in which 
communists are often dominant. In 1945 they bring the 
northern halves of Vietnam and Korea respectively under 
their control.
The rise to power of the Chinese communists in October 
1949 changes the situation fundamentally. In 1950 an 
attack by communist North Korea on South Korea quickly 
develops into a military confrontation between the United 
States and China, which ends in a stalemate in 1953.
The victory of the North Vietnamese over the French at 
Đien Biên Phu in 1954 also alters the architecture of world 
politics and leads to a new, almost twenty-year-long war 
throughout Indochina, this time with the United States. 
When they withdraw in 1975, the US troops leave behind 
devastated countries and traumatised peoples.
After Stalin’s death in 1953, Mao becomes the new 
charis matic leader figure of world communism. The 
Chinese Communist Party generally questions the “peace-
ful coexistence” between Moscow and Washington, thus 
creating a deep split in the global communist movement.

North-Korean and Chinese soldiers cele-
brating the armistice that was signed by the 
end of July 1943 and ended the Korean War. 
Although the two Communist states did not 
achieve their war aim, they consider them-
selves to be on par with the West, at least in 
terms of military strength. 
Photo: picture alliance / United Archives / TopFoto 

Video:
1975: The Khmer  

Rouge’s reign of terror begins,  
2:01 min., German
Source: afp / youtube.com 

The course of the Korean War 
up to the armistice of 27 July 
1953. 
Map: dpa Grafik 

“Dien Bien Phu has fallen”: Headline of 8/9 May 1954. 
The victory of the Communist-led Viet Minh over the 
French Far East Expeditionary Corps sealed the end of the 
French colonial empire in Indochina (nowadays Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia). 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

Following an alleged attempt at a coup 
d’etat, the Communist Party of Indonesia is 
eradicated in October 1965, and more than 
500,000 of its followers are killed. 
Photo, Jakarta on 20 October 1965: picture alliance / Presens Bild 

In the spring of 1969, the conflict between 
China and the Soviet Union escalates and 
culminates in border clashes at the Ussuri 
River. A Soviet steel helmet, pierced by a 
bayonet. The propaganda slogan reads: 
“Down with the new Czars!”. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

Mao Zedong in front of the sun, 
which is rising in the East. The text 
illustrates the global ambitions of 
the Chinese Communists: “The revo-
lutionary people of the world adore 
you unlimitedly!“ 
Poster, 1969: picture alliance / dpa / imaginechina 

At the end of April 1975, the last US personnel 
and their Vietnamese allies are flown out of 
Saigon. It is a humiliation of the global power, 
which had been defending South Vietnam 
against the Communist North since 1963 and 
resorted to almost all military means in the 
course of this war. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa / Spaarnestad 

After the USA’s withdrawal from Vietnam, the Khmer Rouge emerge 
victorious from the Cambodian civil war and seize control of Phnom Penh  
on 17 April 1975 (photo). They establish a reign of “stone-age  
Communism”, which claims the lives of about two million people. 
Photo: picture alliance / AP Images 14

Anticolonial  
 liberation 
 movements-   
Phantasms of a 
Third World
The communist victories in East Asia encourage 
 “national liberation movements” in Africa, the Middle 
East and Latin America. Fidel Castro establishes a 
“Tricontinental” in Cuba in 1966 which is to serve as 
a tool for national and social liberation all around the 
world.
Argentine revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara, killed 
in Bolivia, becomes a global icon. His teachings on 
“Guerilla Warfare” become the universal handbook for 
purging all capitalist egotisms. In the 1970s, especially 
Latin America becomes the setting for armed uprisings 
that produce just as many dictatorships as they topple.
The “Non-Aligned Movement” co-initiated by Tito’s 
Yugoslavia in 1961 is more moderate in its actions. Its 
aim is to bring countries led by socialists and left-wing 
nationalists together as a “Third World” between East 
and West and to safeguard their national and economic 
sovereignty.
Communists, in many instances, play a prominent, 
often polarising yet sometimes also moderating role in 
the anti-colonial wars of independence in Algeria, the 
Congo, Angola, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and southern 
Africa. They neither prevent the new states from 
descending into civil war, nor are they the sole cause of 
them doing so.

Egypt’s head of state Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, 
and their host, Yugoslav Prime Minister 
Josip Broz Tito (from left to right), in Brioni 
on 20 July 1956. They are the driving force 
behind the Non-aligned Movement which is 
founded in 1961. 
Photo: picture alliance / United Archives / TopFoto 

Video:
Che Guevara,  

3:22 min., English.  
Source: youtube.com / bio

“Stop the aggressors!” A 1958 Soviet poster. 
Ever since the 1956 “Suez Crisis”, Moscow 

maintains close ties with Egypt and hopes to 
gain influence in the Arabic world.  

Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 

Fidel Castro, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, 
and their Soviet state guest Anastas 
Mikoyan in Havana on 4 February 
1960 in (from left to right). Cuba’s new 
leaders ask for help. The stationing 
of Soviet missiles triggers the “Cuban 
Missile Crisis” of 1962, which brings 
the world to the edge of nuclear war. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

GDR head of state and party leader Walter Ulbricht 
is shown the Luxor Temple on 27 February 1965. The 
GDR utilizes the close ties between Egypt and the 
 Soviet Union to upgrade its own diplomatic standing. 
Photo: BArch, Bild 183-D0227-0053-004 / ZB / Kohls 

“Tumultous Congo. The people’s struggle against US 
imperialism”: Revolutionary ballet in Beijing in 1967. 
In the center, the protrait of Patrice Lumumba, the 
leader of the Congolese independence movement 
who was assassinated in 1962. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / PVDE 

14141414
“The Battle of Algiers” (1966). The prize-
winning Italian-Algerian movie tells the story 
of a bloody insurgency attempt by the Algerian 
liberation movement against the colonial 
power France in 1956. In France, this movie is 
prohibited until 1971. 
Photo: SZ Photo / RDA 

Cuban troops in Angola, January 1976: In 
support of the MPLA, Castro intervenes 

in the Angolan civil war. The propaganda 
poster reads: “The party, its standards, 

its principles … make us invincible and 
carry us forward.”  

Photo: picture alliance / ASSOCIATED PRESS 

A Cuban graffito of 1996 depicts Che Guevara together with 
a strong Chilean State President Salvador Allende (left), who 
 committed suicide during the military coup of 1973.
Photo: picture alliance / ASSOCIATED PRESS 15

Old Left,  
New Left -   
The red  
decade
In 1966, Mao unleashes a “Cultural Revolution” which, 
yet again, drastically changes the face of communist 
regimes. China’s youth is (seemingly) given free rein to 
crusade against red tape, corruption and decadence 
in a pandemonium of public accusations and random 
violence. While the cult surrounding Mao becomes ever 
more extreme, Mao himself eliminates his rivals within 
the party, alleging they are Moscow’s lackeys.
Also in the 1960s, radical criticism of culture and capi-
talism as well as militant anti-imperialism undergo a 
global renaissance. In the youth rebellions of 1968, 
a “New Left” combines emancipatory aspirations to-
wards life and culture, and fantasies of liberation, in 
an often paradox manner with Marxism, Leninism, 
Trotskyism or Maoism.
Between this new left-wing radicalism with its ter-
rorist extremes and the old Moscow orthodoxy, 
“Eurocommunism” establishes itself in the 1970s. In 
Italy, France and Spain, communists renounce the goal 
of establishing a “dictatorship of the proletariat” and, 
in return, gain considerable influence in elections and 
social conflicts.
All this expedites the differentiation and, thus, the 
demise of the world communist movement.

Video:
The revolt of 1968 , 3:31 min., German. 

Source: Gedächtnis der Nation / youtube.com

The International Vietnam 
Congress in West Berlin on 
17/18 February 1968 with 
5,000 participants from 14 
different nations is one of 
the heydays of the West Ger-
man student movement. In 
April, Rudi Dutschke (in the 
middle of the picture), the 
prime initiator of the con-
gress, is gravely wounded in 
an attempt on his life. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Manfred Vollmer 

In May 1968, the student protests in France 
become radicalized. Barricades are erected in 
Paris. The unrest spreads to the companies and 
factories. Two million people take part in the 
general strike. 
Photo, Paris, 25 May 1968: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives 

On 21 August 1968, Soviet, Polish, Hungarian, 
and Bulgarian forces march into Czechoslovakia 
and put an end to the “Prague Spring’s” attempt 
to create a “socialism with a human face”. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Libor Hajsky / CTK Photobank 

On 23 August 1968, the Communist Party of France 
expresses its “astonishment and disapproval” in the 
face of the invasion of Warsaw Pact troops into the 

ČSSR in its central press organ l´Humanité. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / Tallandier 

Starting 1970, a left-wing terrorism aimed 
against politics, the military, and the eco-
nomy emerges in many West European 
countries and in the USA. The photograph 
shows Aldo Moro, the chairman of the Ital-
ian Christian Democrats, who is kidnapped 
and murdered in 1978. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

In the West, the 1970s are the “red decade” 
where some matters are taken dead seriously, 
and some with a twinkle in the eye. This photo-
graph shows soccer player Paul Breitner reading 
the “Peking Review” underneath a Mao portrait 
printed on psychodelic wallpaper. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Sven Simon 

1515151515
Enrico Berlinguer, the head of 
Italy’s Communist party, dur-

ing a party event in 1980. The 
 Eurocommunist seeks to come 
to a “historic compromise” and 
thus achieve his party’s parti-

cipation in government. 
Photo: SZ Photo / dpa / picture alliance / ap 

Party convention of the West German German Communist 
Party (DKP) in Hamburg, 1986. A round of applause for 
SED-Politburo-official Hermann Axen (center). To his right 
hand side the CPSU-guest, Boris Yeltsin. Until 1989, the DKP, 
founded in 1968, is the extended arm of East Berlin. 
Photo: picture alliance / Klaus Rose 
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Emancipation 
and Eros -  
Women and 
 socialism
The active and equal inclusion of women is one of the 
principal attractions of the communist movements, 
where they are in contention for influence and power. 
The communists, however, put a more militant tone 
on the pledge of emancipation, which is social demo-
cratic in origin. The ideal typical female cadre is an 
androgynous being: fighter, comrade, activist, mother 
and muse — who renounces all bourgeois vanities and 
female weaknesses.
In the communist countries, women indeed play a 
 major role at the mid-level of state and society. They 
are physicians, teachers or judges, but only seldom rise 
in rank to top positions. Their employment in produc-
tion, on the other hand, including heavy physical work, 
is a typical characteristic of socialist societies.
Being a housewife is frowned upon: no income, no 
family. The notorious supply problems are a worry for 
women in particular — something that can hardly be 
compensated for with red carnations on International 
Women’s Day and similar forms of ritualised gratitude.
The communist power hierarchies themselves remain a 
male domain. That “half of the sky”, as Mao put it in so 
flowery terms, was still off-limits to women.

Parade of female athletes on the Red Square in Moscow in June 
1936. The photo promotes the prototype of the new woman 
who combines military discipline, physical strength, and mental 
determination with a restrained eroticism. 
Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti 

Video:
Ulrike Quentel: Trügerische Gleichstellung  
von Mann und Frau, 4:37 min., Deutsch. 

Source: Gedächtnis der Nation / youtube.com

“After smashing capitalism, the proletariat will also 
put an end to prostitution”. This 1923 Soviet poster 
calls on the (obviously purely male) proletariat to 
help women escape the bourgeois quagmire and to 
respect them as a worker. 
Poster: picture alliance / Delius / Leemage 

A KPD propaganda truck specifically 
addresses the “working woman” before 
the parliamentary elections in Germany on 
20 May 1928. In line with the old socialist 
tradition, women’s liberation only comes 
second to the liberation of the proletariat. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

A 1949 poster of the Free German Trade 
Union Federation in the GDR calls on the 
working woman to “save her children’s 
future” by achieving her quotas. The appeal 
to motherliness is a tool of the productivity 
propaganda. 
Poster: BArch, Plak 100-029-024 / H. Zippel, Plakat-Kunst 

In a village south of the Polish city of Łódź, a bride 
and a groom are being walked to church in tradi-
tional fashion. The Communists can hardly offer any 
own rituals for wedding, marriage, and family life. 
Photo, 1972: SZ Photo / Witold Kulinski / Forum 

Two young Chinese women posing for a propaganda 
picture to underline Mao’s statement: “A woman can 
do everything a man can do”. 
Photo, around 1966 / 68: picture alliance / akg-images / Zhou Thong 

Woodstock in the colors of the GDR: Ex-
tract from the 1972 summer catalogue of 

the mail-order house “konsument” in Karl-
Marx-Stadt. The clothing ensemble carries 

the ambiguous name “Akkord” (piece-work).  
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 17171717

Soviet head of state and party 
leader Leonid Brezhnev at the 

26th CPSU party congress in 
Moscow on 3 March 1981. In 
the Eastern Bloc’s leadership 

echelons, women usually only 
have an ornamental function.  

Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 18

Everyday socia-
list life - Work, 
consump tion,  
leisure time
State socialism is more “geared toward production” 
than “bourgeois societies”. Newspapers vie with one 
another with reports about successes in “socialist con-
struction” or on the “harvest front”.
Plan fulfilment according to quantitative, seldom qual-
itative, criteria has a decisive influence on careers and 
positions of power. Such incentives tend to reward 
“uneconomical” behaviour compared with free-market 
return-on-investment and profit expectations. Planned 
economies are characterised structurally by ineffec-
tiveness and wastage instead of streamlining and 
economisations.
The subversive influence of western consumerism and 
lifestyles, as well as their own propagandistic ambi-
tions, put the communist regimes under pressure. The 
practical value of mass products alone is no longer 
enough. Socialist consumers also expect an attractive 
variety of commodities. 
Gradually, an everyday culture with distinct rituals and 
established routines develops. It is underpinned by 
the promise of social security and characterised by an 
inventiveness ensuing from an economy of scarcity 
as well as by private barter relations. All the polemics 
against “western decadence” cannot hide the fact that 
this is one of the Achilles heels of “real socialism”.

Open-air fashion show in the 
Polish county capital Piotrków 
Trybunalski, winter 1978. 
For a period of time, Poland 
becomes the fashion Mecca 
of the Eastern Bloc, in which 
state-owned enterprises and 
private tailor shops compete 
for customers.
Photo: SZ Photo / Forum / Maciej Osiecki 

Video:
Nixon vs. Khrushchev — The Kitchen 

Debate (1959), 7:38 min., English.  
Source: youtube.com  

“More, better, cheaper” — catchwords of the state’s 
productivity propaganda. The 1955 GDR poster 

 portrays three decorated “best workers” from the 
textile industry as “patriotic” role models.  

Poster: BArch B 285 Plak-022-006 / N. N. /  
Greif Graphischer Großbetrieb 

In the summer of 1959, follow-
ing Khrushchev’s visit to the USA, 
the Kremlin allows the “American 
 National Exhibition” to be held in 

Moscow. Three million Russians 
marvel at the plethora of US goods. 
The cry to “catch up with and pass” 

the West becomes a boomerang. 
Photo: picture alliance / Everett Collection

From the 1970s onwards, the Eastern Bloc is the extended 
workshop of the West. In order to get their hands on foreign 
currencies, the most efficient companies increasingly 
produce for foreign markets, like this textile factory in 
 Toruń / Poland, 1977. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Aleksander Jalosinski / Forum 

At the GDR mail-order house Genex, 
West Germans can pay in Deutsch-
mark and send the goods to relatives 
and friends in the GDR. Most of these 
goods are made in the GDR, but are a 
scarce commodity in the country itself.   
Catalogue 1988: picture alliance / dpa-ZB 

Workers of the German Red Cross Baden-Wuerttem-
berg distribute aid packages somewhere in the 
vicinity of Wrocław on 17 December 1981. In the 
1980s, approximately 30 million of such packages 
are distributed to soothe adversity and hardship in 
Poland, a country scarred by the consequences of 
being under martial law. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

In the Soviet Union, the kitchen, which  
is almost always very tiny, is the center  

of social life. This led to an own and    
non-conformist way of living.  

Photo of the kitchen of a painter in Moscow,  
1984 by Vladimir Raitman: picture alliance / dpa 

Havana, 14 November 2007. The sale of a rice ration is written down 
in the “Libreta”, the customer’s supplies booklet. Since 1962, food and 
items of subsistence are rationed in Cuba. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 19

The narrow  
matrix -  
”Scientific  
socialism”
The “leading role” which the communist state parties 
claim for themselves is legitimised through the aspira-
tion of understanding the “laws” of historical and social 
developments “scientifically”.
Education and training, coupled with repression and 
censorship, are the means by which to shape the next 
generation of those who are ambitious and conform-
ist. Marxism-Leninism is very dry to digest and dull in 
theory. But those with inquisitive minds will find in it an 
extensive, self-contained historical narrative and inter-
pretation of the world.
Soviet-style “real socialism” expresses its own real-life 
conservatism, which is accompanied by a solemn clas-
sicism of visual imagery. This is popular with those who 
have no taste for sensory overload and the hectic pace 
of the western cultural scene. 
Narrow-minded thinking eventually cuts the commu-
nist world off from many developments of the 20th 
century, making it an intellectual backwater. It is also a 
reason why the development of modern information 
technologies largely passes it by. Although digital data 
processing is adopted in state and economic bureau-
cracy as well as in the military, “personal computers” 
however remain unattainable for the average citizen. 

The numerous training events, which not only SED 
members but also ordinary citizens had to attend, were 
commonly referred to as “red light treatment”. The photo 
shows a training lesson in a large industrial company in 
Karl-Marx-Stadt, 1975. 
Photo: picture alliance / Klaus Rose Video:

A skeptic at a regional SED party 
school, 6:52 min., Deutsch. 

Source: ndr.de 

“As the fire of the sun burns eternal-
ly, so does the genius of science — the 
light of the October Revolution!”. On 
this undated Soviet poster (1967?), the 
myth of the revolution is turned into a 
thing of scientific magic. 
Poster: Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv 

Like a cathedral of the sciences, the 
Lomonosov University towers on the 
Lenin Hills, not far from the center of 
Moscow. 
Photo, 1967: SZ Photo / Timeline Images 

Studies in the “theory of the dictator-
ship of the proletariat” in a political night 
school in Shijiazhuang, 300 kilometers 
southwest of Beijing. Still at the heart of 
the theory: Mao’s “Red Book” (Quotations 
from Chairman Mao Tse-tung). 
Photo, 1975: picture alliance / akg-images 

In the 1980s, grass-roots organizations 
in the GDR try to create a counter-public 
sphere by establishing libraries and 
issuing uncensored information leaflets. 
The photo shows the printing press of 
the “Umweltbibliothek” in East Berlin. 
Photo: Robert Havemann Gesellschaft / Siegbert Schefke 

In 1979, the Rowohlt publishing house 
responds to the spirit of the 1970s by issuing 
a series of non-fictional comic books. Apart 
from “Marx”, it puts the editions “Lenin”, 
“Trotsky”, and “Mao”, all labeled “for 
beginners”, on the already shrinking market. 
Photo: Bibliothek Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung 

In their “race against time”, the socialist countries lose 
more and more ground over the course of the 1980s. 

GDR poster of 1978: BArch, Plak 102-042-010 /  
Jürgen Mücke, Verlag Volksstimme Magdeburg 

In 1990, the serially produced plaster busts of the 
“classic” heroes of the Communist movement end up in a 
storage room of the SED headquarters in East-Berlin. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Hans-Peter Stiebing 20

Socialist  
urbanity - As  
an antithesis  
to bourgeois  
urbanity
Socialism is originally an urban movement. From 
St. Petersburg to Berlin to Paris, and from Shanghai 
to Saigon, the first communist party organisations are 
formed in the same urban jungle that they also con-
sider to be morally corrupt.
Social democrats and modern urban planners also 
cherish plans of an ideal socialist industrial, functional- 
cum-garden city. In communist urban planning, how-
ever, such projects are transformed by the need to 
re present power and authority. A pompous neo-clas-
sicism thus displaces functional modern designs. The 
centres of Stalinist metropolises are characterised by 
a monumental style including palatial housing blocks 
or metro stations, parks, gigantic statues and empty 
parade grounds. Much remains uncompleted, however. 
Older buildings fall into disrepair or are pulled down.
An often semi-rural way of life blossoms, in the mean-
time, in the suburbs with their standardised mass 
accommodation in monotonous prefabricated-slab 
buildings. In combination with extensive dacha and 
allotment garden districts, this offers scope for niche 
 cultures, barter markets and elementary self-sufficien-
cy. All of which gives socialist towns and cities their 
typical, essentially anti-urban, character.

In the 1970s, countries all across the Eastern Bloc start building 
prefabricated building complexes, so-called Plattenbausiedlungen, 
in order to alleviate the severe housing shortage. Often, however, 
it takes many years until the development of a residential environ-
ment begins. 
Photo, Warsaw, 1978: SZ Photo / Maciej Osiecki / Forum 

Video:
Extract from the musical 

 “Cheremushki“, 1962, by Herbert 
Rappaport, 5.43 min., Russian 

with English subtitles.   
Source: Youtube.com / Seventeen  

Moments in Soviet History 

“Babylonian” delusions of grandeur: the award-
winning 1934 draft for the “Palace of the Soviets” 
by Boris Iofan. A 70 meter tall statue of Lenin is 
installed on the 415 meter tall tower. In 1957, the 
construction works were stopped for good. 
Drawing: picture alliance / akg-images 

Blueprint of an ideal “socialist city” 
(ca. 1930), which offers short distances 
between residential quarters and the work-
place and opportunities to do sports and 
pursue leisure time activities. 
Photo: SZ Photo / CCI 

On 9 December 1951, Walter Ulbricht, SED Secretary 
General, and Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl inspect the 
prototype of the GDR’s first “socialist skyscraper” at 
the Weberwiese. The skyscraper becomes a part of the 
Stalinallee boulevard, a building project that takes from 
1949 to 1961 to be completed. 
Photo: BArch Bild 183-12896-0002 / adn-ZB / Horst Stumm 

The Fischerinsel in the heart of East 
Berlin in May 1969. Soon, the last of 
the old buildings will make way for 
new, monotonous, high-rise blocks. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-ZB 

In 1955,after three years, the construc-
tion of the second tallest building in 
all of Europe, the”Joseph Stalin Palace 
of Culture and Science “ in Warsaw, 
is finished. Many Poles consider the 
USSR’s gift to Poland to be a symbol of 
Soviet domination. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Zbyszko Siemaszko / Forum 

An allotment garden complex with 
the coveted dachas is being built just 

outside the city of Schwedt. The Russian 
loanword stands for garden or weekend 

houses, which are used as private 
retreats and provide an opportunity to 

grow food.  
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-Zb

Chongqing in China — a city with over 30 million 
inhabitants. The leadership of the Communist  Party 

plans to have the majority of the people settle in 
megacities by the middle of the 21st century. 

Photo, 2012: SZ Photo / Olaf Schülke 
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Communist inter-
nationalism vs. 
bourgeois cosmo-
politanism

Communists from all countries pay homage to an em-
pathic internationalism. Its counterpart is not so much 
nationalism, which it seeks to succeed politically and 
culturally, but rather a bourgeois cosmopolitanism 
based on global trade and global cultural exchange. 
Communist “anti-cosmopolitanism” is associated in 
many respects with a militant “anti-Zionism”, which 
embarassingly resembles the old hate-filled stereotype 
of “world Jewry”. 
The internationalist slogans of the communist regimes 
stand in striking contrast to their isolationist policies 
toward the West as well as within their own camp. Vis-
itors from abroad are subjected to fastidious controls 
and observation. Even “friendly exchanges” suffocate 
in their ritualistic rigidity. Youth festivals, which offer 
small tastes of freedom, are exceptions. An unstylish 
“socialist homeland” cult is engineered to help get over 
the fact that it is impossible for most citizens of East 
Germany, the Soviet Union or China to travel to “capi-
talist countries”. 
The most prominent leaders of world communism lie 
in their mausoleums not as champions of the “inter-
national proletariat” but as “great patriots”, as founders 
of new states and “fathers of the nation”.

The border between Czechoslovakia and the 
Federal Republic of Germany, July 1968. With an 
“Iron Curtain” of almost 7,000 kilometers and 
stretching from the Barents Sea to the Black Sea, 
the Communist regimes seal themselves off from 
the rest of Europe.
Photo: picture alliance / CTK 

Video:
Nguyen Tien about his time as a 

Vietnamese contract worker in the 
GDR, 1:44 min., Deutsch.  

Source: youtube.com / Gedächtnis der Nation 

In August 1951, East Berlin hosts 
the 3rd World Festival of Youth 
and Students. In its early days, 
this festival is a biannual event. 
Every two years, selected par-
ticipants celebrate the”friend-
ship between the nations” with 
 parades, dances, and music. 
Post card: Stadtgeschichtliches Museum 
Leipzig 

On 13 April 1949, the 
SED’s central press 
organ proclaims that 
cosmopolitanism is the 
enemy of proletarian 
 internationalism. Only 
one year earlier, the 
same newspaper had 
praised the Soviet writer 
Ilja Ehrenburg as a “cos-
mopolitan and interna-
tionalist”.
Facsimile: Neues Deutschland 

Moscow 1956, two worlds collide: West German 
tourists with young Russians, who try to swap 
goods. The Communist regimes do not want their 
citizens to have contact with western visitors. 
Photo: SZ Photo 

In August 1973, East Berlin is again the host of the 
World Festival of Youth and Students. Never be-
fore had the GDR presented itself this open-minded 
and spirited. In the background, State Security goes 
to great lengths to warily monitor the hustle and 
 bustle of the event. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

Top-ranking SED and CPSU officials review a lane of 
 Soviet sailors and applaud them in June 1971. This 
picture was taken on the occasion of a Soviet-German 
youth festival in Leningrad. 
Photo: picture alliance / ZB 

In the 1970s, the countries of the Eastern Bloc recruit 
workers from Vietnam and other countries. This is 
marketed as an act of international solidarity, but the real 
reason is that the countries do not have enough workers. 
In the countries, the recruited workers are blocked off 
from the population. The photo shows contract workers 
upon their arrival in East-Berlin in 1973. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 21212121

Thousands of people wait to be 
admitted into the Ho Chi Minh 

Mausoleum on 19 May 1998. On 
this day, the founding father of 

modern-day Vietnam would have 
turned 108.    

Photo: picture alliance / dpa 
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Russia 1917 -  
From revolution 
to civil war

The “storming of the Winter Palace” on 25 October 
(7 November) 1917 becomes the central mythical 
 narrative of communism. In reality, the Bolsheviks  
seize power almost without a fight.
Revolution had already started in Russia with the 
 toppling of the tsar in February (March) 1917. But the 
Provisional Government, comprising socialists and 
 liberals, was unable either to put an end to the world 
war or to avoid economic collapse.
When the Bolsheviks lose the elections to the Russian 
Constituent Assembly in November 1917 and dissolve 
the latter by force in January after its constitution, the 
actual coup takes place, ending the democratic revo-
lution. The Bolsheviks allow peasant farmers to keep 
their land (for the time being) — but seize their surplus-
es. They promise workers’ self-government and “soviet 
rule” — but crush all defiant factory committees and 
soviets. They conclude a separate peace with Germa-
ny — but immediately start building a ‘Red Army’. They 
propagate the right of national self-determination —  
but forcibly reunite the multi-ethnic Russian empire 
in four years of civil war, which claims more lives than 
World War I, while the Bolsheviks emerge stronger 
from that chaos.

Boris Kustodiev‘s 1920 “The 
Bolshevik” is one of the first of 
many monumentalist paintings 
that stylize the less-than-
spectacular 1917 October uprising 
as a magical event of great 
significance for world history.
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media 

Female workers of the Putilov factory 
march in Petrograd (St. Petersburg) on 
February 23, 1917. This day marks the 
beginning of the February revolution that 
led to the abdication of the czar. 
Photo: picture alliance / Heritage Images 

The failed offensive with which Russia hoped 
to secure favorable conditions for peace 
talks would prove damaging to the demo-
cratic Provisional Government in July 1917. 
The Provisional Government was headed 
by Alexander Kerensky, who is shown here 
while inspecting a military parade. 
Photo: picture alliance / HIP 

On January 6, 1918, the Bolsheviks, following 
the elections in which they had won only 168 
of 703 seats, forcibly dissolve the Constituent 
Assembly convened the day before in Petrograd 
(St. Petersburg).
Painting by Boris Zvorykin, 1920: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives  / CCI 

Between 1918 and 1922, “Red” and “White” 
forces are locked in a bitter struggle during 
the Russian Civil War. Behind the front lines, 
hundreds of thousands are executed. 
Film still, Vladimir Lenin / Russian Revolution / 1917–1924, 
footage.framepool.com 

Armed members of the radical left 
take up positions behind barricades in 
Berlin’s newspaper district in January 
1919. The Social Democratic-led 
interim government, in power since the 
November Revolution of 1918, uses 
military force to suppress revolts around 
the country. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa-ZB 

In 1920, Leon Trotsky, founding leader of the Red Army, 
beats back Polish intervention forces and the revolution 
spreads to the West. 
Poster: CPA Media / Pictures From History 03

“Onwards, Red Soldiers!” —  
A poster of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic (March to 
August 1919) fuels Bolshevik 
hopes that revolution would 
spread to the West. 
Poster: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI 

Video:
The 1917 October Revolution  

in Russia, 4:58 min., German. 
Source: youtube.com / Aus der Geschichte lernen 
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The great  
utopia - anything 
is achievable, 
anything possible
In the wake of the apocalyptic world war, the commu-
nists believe themselves to be in a historical endgame. 
From the ruins of the old world, they set out to create 
a new society that is free from corruption, superstition, 
possessive instinct and individualism, and that is 
radically cleansed, homogenised and disciplined. They 
believe they have deciphered the laws of political 
economics and history, and that they embody this 
omniscience themselves.
Especially the vagueness and totalitarian absoluteness 
of this aspiration are fertile soil for all sorts of delusions 
of omnipotence. And in the 1920s they inspire avant-
garde artists, futurists, constructivists or supremacists, 
as well as the ideologists of “social engineering”, to fill 
the void following the great break with utopian designs. 
Initially their works impart a nimbus of uttermost 
modernity to Soviet communism that has little in 
common with the sober reality.
Stalin violently brings this modernism and artistic 
pluralism to an end in the 1930s — and has himself 
portrayed and praised as a godlike creator of worlds 
in the classical style. After the death of the “immortal 
one” in 1953, more profane technological utopias 
supersede the delusions of omnipotence of those 
former years.

“Tasks of the Dobrochim: In War / In Peace” – 
The Russian acronym stands for “Voluntary 
Society of Friends of Chemical Defense and the 
Chemical Industry”. 
Poster, 1924: picture alliance / akg-images 

Video:
Russian Constructivism,  

3:27 min., English. 
 Source: youtube.com / Mikahil Oparin 

“Cloud Irons on Strasnoy Boulevard in Moscow,” 
architect’s drawing by Eliezer “El” Lissitzky, 1925. 
The avant-garde artist, who was born in 1890, sees 
the “New Russia” as an artistic and social rebirth of 
humanity. 
Photo: picture alliance / Heritage Images 

El Lissitzky’s poster for his Electro-Mechanical Show 
“Victory over the Sun”. This show was based on the 
opera of the same title by Aleksei Kruchenykh, which 
made Russian theater history in 1913. 
Poster, 1920 / 21: picture alliance / Heritage Images 

“And We Shall Conquer Drought!”, 
a 1949 poster promises as part of 
the “Great Plan for the Transforma-
tion of Nature”. 
Poster: picture alliance / CPA Media /  Pictures  
From History Catalog designed by El Lissitzky for the Soviet 

pavilion at the 1928 International Press Exhibition 
in Cologne (Pressa) illustrating the techno-utopian 
vision of the early Soviet Union. 
Photo: picture alliance / Heritage Images (259) 

In the 1920s, the Central Institute of Labor, 
with Aleksei Gastev as its director, aims 
to optimize workflows and thus increase 
production. This photograph documents 
the deviations that occur when the same 
work cycle is constantly repeated. 
Photo: commons.wikipedia 

For two decades, beginning in the 
1930s, Trofim Lysenko, a self- 

educated favorite of Stalin’s, is the 
dominating force in Soviet biology. 

His theories have a catastrophic 
effect on cereal agriculture, further 

exacerbating the food shortage. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI 

In October 1957, the Soviet Union launches  Sputnik, 
the first artificial satellite, into orbit. Soon after, 
there is speculation in a U.S. magazine about Soviet 
cities on the moon. The space race has the Soviets in 
the lead. 
Facsimile: Science Digest, February 1958 / blog.modernmechanix.com 05

Argonauts of  
the world revo-
lution - The  
Communist  
International
In 1919, the “Communist International” is founded 
in Moscow. It is not a loose association but a “world 
party” in which the new communist parties are required 
to submit themselves as “sections” to the strategies, 
doctrines and organisational principles dictated by 
Moscow.
The “International” aspires to be the counter-organi-
sation to the Geneva “League of Nations” and an 
instrument for the forthcoming global civil war for 
liberation from capitalism and imperialism. Thousands 
of professionally trained “Internationalists” assume 
leadership as instructors in those struggles — often 
against local party leaderships. Their missions merge 
increasingly with the operations of Soviet secret 
services. Many of these professional revolutionaries 
either die in the dungeons of their opponents or are 
murdered during Stalin’s Great Purge in the 1930s.
The “International” is a nightmare and a bearer of hope 
at the same time. Its evolution over almost 25 years 
is characterised by bloody defeats and senseless 
sacrifices, countless schisms and defamations, and 
questionable alliances with nationalist revolutionary 
forces.
But in all of this it is, until its dissolution in 1943, also 
the school for future leaders of world communism, 
from Europe to Asia, from Tito to Ho Chi Minh.

Otto Griebel’s painting “The 
Inter nationale” (1928 / 30) 
 depicts singing workers of every 
nationality. The battle  anthem 
of the same name, dating 
back to the Paris Commune, 
is  adopted as the hymn of the 
world Communist movement. 
Photo: Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
Berlin / A. Psille 

Video:
French attendees of the 1935 

 Comintern Congress in Moscow, 
27:28 min., French,  

partial English subtitling. 
Source: youtube.com 

The founding Congress of the Com-
munist International in March 1919 

in Moscow, attended by 51 delegates 
from 29 countries, calls for “direct 

clashes with the bourgeois State 
 machine in open struggle.” 

Photo: picture alliance / United Archives / WHA 

Karl Radek after his 1920 release from prison in 
Berlin, where he was one of the founders of the 
German Communist Party. This prototype of the 
international revolutionary would later be con-
demned and executed by firing squad following 
one of the Moscow show trials. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

Postcard commemorating the 
Pfingstjugendtag (Pentecost 
Youth Day) in Zurich, 1923. The 
Young Communist International 
is founded in 1919 to unite 
the youth organizations of the 
various Communist parties. 
Similar associations are 
established for unions and 
women’s organizations. 
Photo: Schweizerisches Sozialarchiv 

Boston, USA, May 1, 1930: Female demonstrators 
demand the introduction of the 35-hour work week, 
advocating membership in the U. S. Communist Party and 
calling for the defense of the Soviet Union. 
Photo: SZ Photo/Scher 

The Comintern forges an elite: This image shows Ho 
Chi Minh, the future president of Vietnam (standing, 
third from left) at the 1924 Fifth World Congress in 
Moscow. To conceal their identities, some of those 
pictured hide their faces. 
Photo: picture alliance / akg-images 

050505050505
Seventh World Congress of the Comintern, 
summer 1935: Following the victory of the 

National Socialists in Germany and the sup-
pression of the Communist Party of Germany, 

the world organization shifts its focus from 
fighting the Social Democrats towards creat-

ing anti-fascist “Popular Fronts”. 
Photo: SZ Photo 

Stalin’s purges would also target the 
founding generation of the U. S. S. R. and 
the Comintern. This photograph shows the 
former Chairman of the Comintern, Grigory 
Zinoviev, after his arrest in 1936 He was 
shot following a show trial. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media / Pictures from History 02

Communism  
in its time -  
A global  
movement
Communism was the largest and most radical mass 
movement of the 20th century. The parties of the 
“Communist International” were “of a new type”, as 
called for by Lenin. As cadre organisations they de-
manded total commitment and absolute discipline from 
their members. Once a communist party had gained 
power, all citizens had to actively submit themselves to 
its “leadership”.
This forcibly imposed aspiration to shape all spheres of 
life, rightly labeled as “totalitarian”, destroyed countless 
existences and ruined millions and millions of lives. And 
it left behind immense spiritual and social wastelands.
In their heyday, however, the communists were also 
able to mobilise a surprisingly youthful enthusiasm 
as well as significant intellectual and artistic ener-
gies —  before the permanently high levels of tension 
led to fatigue, passiveness, cynicism or dissidence.
The sudden collapse of the “socialist camp” and of the 
Soviet Union after 1989 nevertheless came unexpect-
edly — as did the rise of China under the uninterrupted 
dictatorship of its Communist Party. Both make it all 
the more necessary to explain the historical “evolution” 
of world communism since 1917.
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Der Kommunismus auf dem Höhepunkt seiner Macht
Kommunistische und sozialistische Staaten Ende der 1970er Jahre
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French philosophers Jean-Paul 
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir 
with Fidel Castro in Cuba, 1960. 
For decades, Communism was 
strongly appealing for many 
 artists and intellectuals. 
Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media Co. Ltd 
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Communist and 
 socialist states in the 
late 1970s. 
Map: Osteuropa, 5–6, 2013 

Execution during the Cul-
tural Revolution in China. 
“Communism was the only 
movement in recent history 
that executed more of its own 
leaders, functionaries and 
adherents than were killed 
by its enemies,” writes the 
historian Hermann Weber. 
Photo, undated: SZ Photo / Rue des  
 Archives / FIA 

Sergei Eisenstein‘s 1928 silent film 
“ October” dramatizes Lenin‘s return 
from Swiss exile on April 3, 1917,  
and depicts it as an event of historical 
significance.
Film still: picture alliance / CPA Media /  
Pictures From History

This 1922 poster for the fifth 
anniversary of the October 
Revolution evokes the inter-
national spirit of the Commu-
nist movement. 
Poster: redavantgarde.com / Simakov I. V.  

Ernst Thälmann, chairman of the Communist 
Party, giving a speech at the Schlossplatz in 
Berlin on May 1, 1931. One year later, one in 
seven voters casts a ballot for the party during 
the German parliamentary elections. 
Photo: SZ Photo / Scherl 

SED Party grandees lead the way during the Liebknecht- 
Luxemburg remembrance ceremony on January 17, 1988; 
from left: Erich Honecker, General Heinz Keßler, Erich 
 Mielke, Egon Krenz and Günter Schabowski. Party leader 
Erich Honecker and Minister for State Security Erich Mielke 
joined the KPD in 1929 and 1925, respectively. 
Photo: SZ Photo / P / F / H 

The 18th National Congress of the Communist Party 
of China took place November 8 to 15, 2012, in the 
Great Hall of the People in Beijing. 
Photo: picture alliance / dpa 

Video:
Carmen-Maja Antoni sings the  

“Hymn to Communism”, words by: Bertolt Brecht,  
music by: Hanns Eisler, 1:08 min., German. 

Source: youtube / arte 

Communism was the largest and most radical mass movement of the 20th century. The 
parties of the „Communist International“ were „of a new type“, as called for by Lenin. As 
cadre organisations they demanded total commitment and absolute discipline from their 
members. Once a communist party had gained power, all citizens had to actively submit 
themselves to its „leadership“.

This forcibly imposed aspiration to shape all spheres of life, rightly labeled as „totali-
tarian“, destroyed countless existences and ruined millions and millions of lives. And it left 
behind immense spiritual and social wastelands.

In their heyday, however, the communists were also able to mobilise a surprisingly 
youthful enthusiasm as well as significant intellectual and artistic energies — before the 
permanently high levels of tension led to fatigue, passiveness, cynicism or dissidence.

The sudden collapse of the „socialist camp“ and of the Soviet Union after 1989 never-
theless came unexpectedly — as did the rise of China under the uninterrupted dictatorship 
of its Communist Party. Both make it all the more necessary to explain the historical „evo-
lution“ of world communism since 1917.

The “storming of the Winter Palace” on 25 October (7 November) 1917 becomes the 
central mythical narrative of communism. In reality, the Bolsheviks seize power almost 
without a fight.

Revolution had already started in Russia with the toppling of the tsar in February 
(March) 1917. But the Provisional Government, comprising socialists and liberals, was 
unable either to put an end to the world war or to avoid economic collapse.

When the Bolsheviks lose the elections to the Russian Constituent Assembly in No-
vember 1917 and dissolve the latter by force in January after its constitution, the actual 
coup takes place, ending the democratic revolution. The Bolsheviks allow peasant farmers 
to keep their land (for the time being) — but seize their surpluses. They promise workers’ 
self-government and “soviet rule” — but crush all defiant factory committees and soviets. 
They conclude a separate peace with Germany — but immediately start building a ‘Red 
Army’. They propagate the right of national self-determination — but forcibly reunite the 
multi-ethnic Russian empire in four years of civil war, which claims more lives than World 
War I, while the Bolsheviks emerge stronger from that chaos.

In the wake of the apocalyptic world war, the communists believe themselves to be in a 
historical endgame. From the ruins of the old world, they set out to create a new society 
that is free from corruption, superstition, possessive instinct and individualism, and that 
is radically cleansed, homogenised and disciplined. They believe they have deciphered the 
laws of political economics and history, and that they embody this omniscience them-
selves.

Especially the vagueness and totalitarian absoluteness of this aspiration are fertile 
soil for all sorts of delusions of omnipotence. And in the 1920s they inspire avant-garde 
artists, futurists, constructivists or supremacists, as well as the ideologists of “social engi-
neering”, to fill the void following the great break with utopian designs. Initially their works 
impart a nimbus of uttermost modernity to Soviet communism that has little in common 
with the sober reality.

Stalin violently brings this modernism and artistic pluralism to an end in the 1930s — and 
has himself portrayed and praised as a godlike creator of worlds in the classical style. After 
the death of the “immortal one” in 1953, more profane technological utopias supersede 
the delusions of omnipotence of those former years.

Communism in its time - A global movement

Russia 1917 - From revolution to civil war

The great utopia - anything is achievable, anything possible

Sergei Eisenstein’s 1928 silent film 
“October” dramatizes Lenin’s return 
from Swiss exile on April 3, 1917, and 
depicts it as an event of historical 
significance.

Film still: picture alliance / CPA Media / 
Pictures From History

Boris Kustodiev’s 1920 “The Bolshevik” 
is one of the first of many monumentalist 
paintings that stylize the less­than­ 
spectacular 1917 October uprising as a 
magical event of great significance for 
world history.

Photo: picture alliance / CPA Media

“Tasks of the Dobrochim: In War / In 
Peace” — The Russian acronym stands 
for “Voluntary Society of Friends of 
Chemical Defense and the Chemical 
Industry”.

Poster, 1924: picture alliance / akg-images 
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СOMMUNISM IN ITS TIME

In 1919, the “Communist International” is founded in Moscow. It is not a loose association 
but a “world party” in which the new communist parties are required to submit themselves 
as “sections” to the strategies, doctrines and organisational principles dictated by Moscow.

The “International” aspires to be the counter-organisation to the Geneva “League of 
Nations” and an instrument for the forthcoming global civil war for liberation from cap-
italism and imperialism. Thousands of professionally trained “Internationalists” assume 
leadership as instructors in those struggles — often against local party leaderships. Their 
missions merge increasingly with the operations of Soviet secret services. Many of these 
professional revolutionaries either die in the dungeons of their opponents or are murdered 
during Stalin’s Great Purge in the 1930s.

The “International” is a nightmare and a bearer of hope at the same time. Its evolution 
over almost 25 years is characterised by bloody defeats and senseless sacrifices, count-
less schisms and defamations, and questionable alliances with nationalist revolutionary 
forces.

But in all of this it is, until its dissolution in 1943, also the school for future leaders of 
world communism, from Europe to Asia, from Tito to Ho Chi Minh.

The communists are driven by an all-consuming hatred of representatives of the “old 
society”, be they aristocracy, military, civil servants or religious leaders, modern “bourgeoi-
sie” such as industrialists, business people and bankers, the “petty bourgeois”, “bourgeois 
intellectuals”, liberals, social democrats and, last but not least, prosperous peasants (“ku-
laks”). All of them are regarded as “parasites” and “enemies of society” — as “old people” 
of whom society must be cleansed.

The place of these “old people” is to be taken by androgynous “new people” with 
healthy bodies and trained intellect who would harness the endless potentials of science, 
technology and culture. This ideal of optimising “human material”, which is most typical of 
the era, is an especially extreme view advocated by the communists.

De facto, for lack of “class-conscious proletarians”, the communists look mainly to chil-
dren and adolescents whose energy, thirst for experience, willingness to make sacrifices 
and aspirations are easier to exploit. Ambitious “climbers” and young careerists soon form 
the backbone of the bloated administration, propaganda or repression apparatus that is 
the hallmark of communist regimes everywhere.

Communism was originally meant to “liberate” the industrial proletariat and be the “work 
of the workers themselves”. But at no time, anywhere, do the communists seize power 
through “proletarian class struggles”, and only very seldom do they enjoy lasting support 
from the working class. The vast majority of trade unions and works councils in the indus-
trial and developing countries remain dominated by socialists, social democrats, Christians 
and other actors.

In the communist countries in which they allegedly constitute the “ruling class”, workers 
are not only disenfranchised politically. They are also robbed of their possibilities to orga-
nise themselves and represent their own interests. Unquestionably, many avenues open 
up for young workers to advance socially via the party and state. But the bulk of the new 
power and functionary elites tends initially to stem from proletarianised peasant farmer 
families, the petty bourgeoisie or educated classes.

Eventually, the party bureaucracy and intelligentsia recruit mainly from their own off-
spring, thus acquiring the profile of a “New Class” against which especially the workers, 
too, revolt in the social unrest of the post-war decades.

Argonauts of the world revo lution - The Communist International

Old people, new people -The great  experiment

The grand illusion -The communists and the workers

Otto Griebel’s painting “The Inter­
nationale” (1928/30) depicts singing 
workers of every nationality. The 
battle anthem of the same name, 
dating back to the Paris Commune, 
is adopted as the hymn of the world 
Communist movement. 

Photo: Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
Berlin / A. Psille

Androgynous “New Man and Woman” 
in the catalog designed by El Lissitzky 
for the 1929 Russian Exposition in 
the Zurich Kunstgewerbemuseum. 
This image was created in 2013 at an 
 exhibition at the MoMA in New York. 

Photo: picture alliance / Sergi Reboredo

A worker in a cement factory which pro­
cesses carcinogenic asbestos in Małkinia 
Górna in Poland, 1976. Despite claims to 
the opposite, heavy physical work in the 
Eastern Bloc is not paralleled by sufficient 
occupational safety.

Photo: SZ Photo / Forum
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Photo: Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
Berlin / A. Psille

Androgynous “New Man and Woman” 
in the catalog designed by El Lissitzky 
for the 1929 Russian Exposition in 
the Zurich Kunstgewerbemuseum. 
This image was created in 2013 at an 
 exhibition at the MoMA in New York. 

Photo: picture alliance / Sergi Reboredo

A worker in a cement factory which pro­
cesses carcinogenic asbestos in Małkinia 
Górna in Poland, 1976. Despite claims to 
the opposite, heavy physical work in the 
Eastern Bloc is not paralleled by sufficient 
occupational safety.

Photo: SZ Photo / Forum

The “Great Turnaround” of 1929/30 — the transition to the enforced collectivisation of 
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categories of so-called public enemies. Article 58 of the Soviet Penal Code makes almost 
any independent thought and action punishable. It creates the legal basis for forced labour 
on a massive scale, for the deportation of entire ethnic groups, and for the excessive use 
of the death penalty. The Great Terror of the 1930s, orchestrated by Stalin himself, came 
frighteningly close to annihilating entire sections of the population, with hundreds of thou-
sands shot and millions imprisoned.

The repeated “purges” that all communist parties and their power structures go 
through in one way or another are also unique historically. These include show trials and 
ostracisms, mutual denunciations, and masochistic self-criticism. In many things it re-
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The grand scheme - Industrialisation through collectivisation

The Great Terror - Dream of a final purge

Effusive songwriting - Leadership cults and heroic myths

Map of the USSR in 1931. The 
caption says: “This map is not like 
the old maps. ‘The five­year­plan 
takes action’. […] Hundreds of large 
construction sites are not even 
mentioned in here […].“ 

Photo: DHM / Sammlung „Memorial“ Moskau

The Gulag Archipelago: In 1989, in 
the time of perestroika and glasnost, 
a map of the Soviet Union shows all 
prison and labor camps that have 
existed in the Soviet Union since the 
1920s.

Photo: picture alliance / akg-images

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin in an 
intimate conversation with Joseph 
Vissarionovich Stalin, his “most loyal 
scholar”. Monument at the Minsk–
Moscow highway. 

Photo, 1950: SZ Photo
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СOMMUNISM IN ITS TIME

“Anti-fascism”, which post-1945 will serve the communist regimes as their central 
legitimisation, obscures two decades of fatal games played both with emerging fascist 
movements and with nationalists of every hue. The communists also refer to any political 
opponents as “fascists”, be they “social fascists”, “clerical fascists” or “national fascists”. 
With the result that ‘all cats look grey at night’.

During the terrorist “purges” of the 1930s, “Trotskyists” are declared to be the spear-
head of world fascism. The Stalinist hate speeches against the “Judas Trotsky” often come 
across as a mirror image of the National Socialists’ concept of their enemy, namely “Jewish 
Bolshevism”. All of this confuses the situation, as well as people’s minds, even more. While 
the next world war is looming, the Soviet Union keeps all of its options open, which is 
why the Hitler-Stalin Pact of August 1939 does not encounter any major ideological ob-
stacles — either in Berlin or in Moscow. Hitler, according to an internal directive by Stalin, 
is doing a good job, for the time being, of smashing global imperialism. This dangerous 
geopolitical gamble backfires in June 1941 when the German Wehrmacht devastatingly 
catches the Red Army off-guard.

In the same way that World War I was the catalyst for the global communist movement, 
World War II was instrumental in the spread of the communist sphere of influence “from 
the Elbe to the Yangtze River”.

After Stalin’s regime successfully mobilised patriotic sentiments in the “Great Patriotic 
War” and gained legitimacy domestically, it enjoys unprecedented international prestige as 
the main victor over Germany in 1945.

The years up to 1949 see the formation of a “socialist world camp” which, in Europe, 
correlates with the sphere of influence which Moscow has gained militarily. The “people’s 
democracies” in eastern/central Europe are formed using political violence and terror, 
which initially is directed at the opponents of the new order and soon, also, against the 
state parties themselves. Show trials and purges are the order of the day. Tito’s Yugosla-
via, which turned its back on Moscow in 1948, cannot be allowed to be copied elsewhere.

The popular uprisings in East Germany in 1953 and in Hungary and Poland in 1956 
demonstrate how shaky the ground is on which these dictatorships are built. Their armed 
suppression by their Soviet “friends” ensures the creation of a politico-military bloc that 
becomes increasingly isolated from western Europe by the Iron Curtain.

The Berlin Blockade of 1948 is the prelude to the Cold War between East and West. It is 
Asia, however, that becomes the actual storm centre of the global confrontations.

There the defeated Japanese occupiers have left a vacuum that patriotic resistance 
movements use and in which communists are often dominant. In 1945 they bring the 
northern halves of Vietnam and Korea respectively under their control.

The rise to power of the Chinese communists in October 1949 changes the situation 
fundamentally. In 1950 an attack by communist North Korea on South Korea quickly 
 develops into a military confrontation between the United States and China, which ends 
in a stalemate in 1953.

The victory of the North Vietnamese over the French at Đien Biên Phu in 1954 also 
alters the architecture of world politics and leads to a new, almost twenty-year-long war 
throughout Indochina, this time with the United States. When they withdraw in 1975, the 
US troops leave behind devastated countries and traumatised peoples.

After Stalin’s death in 1953, Mao becomes the new charismatic leader figure of world 
communism. The Chinese Communist Party generally questions the “peaceful coexis-
tence” between Moscow and Washington, thus creating a deep split in the global com-
munist movement.

Fascism and anti-fascism - The deadly game

From the Elbe to the Yangtze River - The birth of the ”socialist world camp”

”The east wind will prevail over the west wind” - Asia the storm centre

Paris World Fair 1937. The pavilion 
of the German Empire (left) and the 
 Soviet Union (right) directly face each 
other and are awarded with gold 
medals for their architecture.

Photo, coloring subsequently applied:  
SZ Photo / Rue des Archives / CCI

Group portrait of the leaders of the 
new socialist camp on the occasion of 
Stalin’s 70th birthday on 21 December 
1949 in Moscow. To the left of Stalin 
is Mao Zedong and behind him to the 
right is Walter Ulbricht, the powerful 
man of the newly founded GDR. 

Photo: picture alliance / akg-images

North­Korean and Chinese soldiers 
celebrating the armistice that was 
signed by the end of July 1943 and 
ended the Korean War. Although 
the two Communist states did not 
achieve their war aim, they consider 
themselves to be on par with the West, 
at least in terms of military strength. 

Photo: picture alliance / United Archives /
TopFoto
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The communist victories in East Asia encourage “national liberation movements” in Africa, 
the Middle East and Latin America. Fidel Castro establishes a “Tricontinental” in Cuba in 
1966 which is to serve as a tool for national and social liberation all around the world.

Argentine revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara, killed in Bolivia, becomes a global 
icon. His teachings on “Guerilla Warfare” become the universal handbook for purging all 
capitalist egotisms. In the 1970s, especially Latin America becomes the setting for armed 
uprisings that produce just as many dictatorships as they topple.

The “Non-Aligned Movement” co-initiated by Tito’s Yugoslavia in 1961 is more mod-
erate in its actions. Its aim is to bring countries led by socialists and left-wing nationalists 
together as a “Third World” between East and West and to safeguard their national and 
economic sovereignty.

Communists, in many instances, play a prominent, often polarising yet sometimes also 
moderating role in the anti-colonial wars of independence in Algeria, the Congo, Angola, 
Mozambique, Zimbabwe and southern Africa. They neither prevent the new states from 
descending into civil war, nor are they the sole cause of them doing so.

In 1966, Mao unleashes a “Cultural Revolution” which, yet again, drastically changes the 
face of communist regimes. China’s youth is (seemingly) given free rein to crusade against 
red tape, corruption and decadence in a pandemonium of public accusations and random 
violence. While the cult surrounding Mao becomes ever more extreme, Mao himself elim-
inates his rivals within the party, alleging they are Moscow’s lackeys.

Also in the 1960s, radical criticism of culture and capitalism as well as militant anti- 
imperialism undergo a global renaissance. In the youth rebellions of 1968, a “New Left” 
combines emancipatory aspirations towards life and culture, and fantasies of liberation, in 
an often paradox manner with Marxism, Leninism, Trotskyism or Maoism.

Between this new left-wing radicalism with its terrorist extremes and the old Moscow 
orthodoxy, “Eurocommunism” establishes itself in the 1970s. In Italy, France and Spain, 
communists renounce the goal of establishing a “dictatorship of the proletariat” and, in 
return, gain considerable influence in elections and social conflicts.

All this expedites the differentiation and, thus, the demise of the world communist 
movement.

Communists fight a long battle against the religions with huge repressive and propa-
gandistic effort — and almost invariably lose. By the end of the 1930s the CPSU already 
recognises that it will not succeed in replacing the old religious orthodoxy with a new 
atheist orthodoxy in the hearts and minds of many people.

The rehabilitation of the Russian-Orthodox church in 1943 is owed to the hardships of 
the “Great Patriotic War” — as well as to the resistance of religious believers. The stay-
ing power of religion is even greater in Poland and in other countries of eastern / central 
 Europe after 1945.

The arrangement between party and church, such as the one reached in Poland and 
East Germany, is already a telltale sign of revisionism and betrayal in the eyes of the Alba-
nian communists for example. China’s “Cultural Revolution” also channels its energy into 
destroying religious writings and places of worship.

While, from the 1970s onward, the Eastern Bloc comes to appreciate the liberation 
theologians of Latin America as potential allies, every conceivable effort is undertaken to 
suppress political comments made by the churches at home. But these efforts fade, as 
evidenced by Poland and East Germany where the churches, to different degrees, pave the 
way for radical change in 1989.

Anticolonial liberation movements -  Phantasms of a Third World

Old Left, New Left - The red decade

Atheism as a credo - The battle against religion

Egypt’s head of state Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, Indian Prime Minister Jawa­
harlal Nehru, and their host, Yugoslav 
Prime Minister Josip Broz Tito (from 
left to right), in Brioni on 20 July 1956. 
They are the driving force behind 
the Non­aligned Movement which is 
founded in 1961. 

Photo: picture alliance / United Archives /   
TopFoto

The International Vietnam Congress in 
West Berlin on 17/18 February 1968 
with 5,000 participants from 14 dif­
ferent nations is one of the heydays of 
the West German student movement. 
In April, Rudi Dutschke (in the middle 
of the picture), the prime initiator of 
the congress, is gravely wounded in an 
attempt on his life. 

Photo: SZ Photo / Manfred Vollmer

On 30 May 1968, the Leipzig 
University Church, which survived 
the war practically unscathed, is 
dynamited. Both in the GDR and the 
USSR, “socialist city planning” again 
and again also serves the purpose of 
creating a mental tabula rasa.

Photo: picture alliance / epd
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СOMMUNISM IN ITS TIME

The active and equal inclusion of women is one of the principal attractions of the commu-
nist movements, where they are in contention for influence and power. The communists, 
however, put a more militant tone on the pledge of emancipation, which is social democratic 
in origin. The ideal typical female cadre is an androgynous being: fighter, comrade, activist, 
mother and muse — who renounces all bourgeois vanities and female weaknesses.

In the communist countries, women indeed play a major role at the mid-level of state 
and society. They are physicians, teachers or judges, but only seldom rise in rank to top 
positions. Their employment in production, on the other hand, including heavy physical 
work, is a typical characteristic of socialist societies.

Being a housewife is frowned upon: no income, no family. The notorious supply problems 
are a worry for women in particular — something that can hardly be compensated for with 
red carnations on International Women’s Day and similar forms of ritualised gratitude.

The communist power hierarchies themselves remain a male domain. That “half of the 
sky”, as Mao put it in so flowery terms, was still off-limits to women.

State socialism is more “geared toward production” than “bourgeois societies”. Newspa-
pers vie with one another with reports about successes in “socialist construction” or on 
the “harvest front”.

Plan fulfilment according to quantitative, seldom qualitative, criteria has a decisive in-
fluence on careers and positions of power. Such incentives tend to reward “uneconomical” 
behaviour compared with free-market return-on-investment and profit expectations. 
Planned economies are characterised structurally by ineffectiveness and wastage instead 
of streamlining and economisations.

The subversive influence of western consumerism and lifestyles, as well as their own 
propagandistic ambitions, put the communist regimes under pressure. The practical value 
of mass products alone is no longer enough. Socialist consumers also expect an attractive 
variety of commodities. 

Gradually, an everyday culture with distinct rituals and established routines develops. 
It is underpinned by the promise of social security and characterised by an inventiveness 
ensuing from an economy of scarcity as well as by private barter relations. All the polemics 
against “western decadence” cannot hide the fact that this is one of the Achilles heels of 
“real socialism”.

The “leading role” which the communist state parties claim for themselves is legitimised 
through the aspiration of understanding the “laws” of historical and social developments 
“scientifically”.

Education and training, coupled with repression and censorship, are the means by 
which to shape the next generation of those who are ambitious and conformist. Marxism-
Leninism is very dry to digest and dull in theory. But those with inquisitive minds will find in 
it an extensive, self-contained historical narrative and interpretation of the world.

Soviet-style “real socialism” expresses its own real-life conservatism, which is accom-
panied by a solemn classicism of visual imagery. This is popular with those who have no 
taste for sensory overload and the hectic pace of the western cultural scene. 

Narrow-minded thinking eventually cuts the communist world off from many 
developments of the 20th century, making it an intellectual backwater. It is also a reason 
why the development of modern information technologies largely passes it by. Although 
digital data processing is adopted in state and economic bureaucracy as well as in the 
military, “personal computers” however remain unattainable for the average citizen. 

Emancipation and Eros - Women and socialism

Everyday socialist life - Work, consumption, leisure time

The narrow matrix - ”Scientific socialism”

Parade of female athletes on the 
Red Square in Moscow in June 1936. 
The photo promotes the prototype 
of the new woman who combines 
military discipline, physical strength, 
and  mental determination with a 
restrained eroticism. 

Photo: picture alliance / RIA Nowosti

Open­air fashion show in the Polish 
county capital Piotrków Trybunalski, 
winter 1978. For a period of time, 
Poland becomes the fashion Mecca 
of the Eastern Bloc, in which state­
owned enterprises and private tailor 
shops compete for customers.

Photo: SZ Photo / Forum / Maciej Osiecki

The numerous training events, 
which not only SED members but 
also ordinary citizens had to attend, 
were commonly referred to as “red 
light treatment”. The photo shows a 
training lesson in a large industrial 
company in Karl­Marx­Stadt, 1975. 

Photo: picture alliance / Klaus Rose
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Socialism is originally an urban movement. From St. Petersburg to Berlin to Paris, and from 
Shanghai to Saigon, the first communist party organisations are formed in the same urban 
jungle that they also consider to be morally corrupt.

Social democrats and modern urban planners also cherish plans of an ideal socialist in-
dustrial, functional-cum-garden city. In communist urban planning, however, such projects 
are transformed by the need to represent power and authority. A pompous neo-classicism 
thus displaces functional modern designs. The centres of Stalinist metropolises are char-
acterised by a monumental style including palatial housing blocks or metro stations, parks, 
gigantic statues and empty parade grounds. Much remains uncompleted, however. Older 
buildings fall into disrepair or are pulled down.

An often semi-rural way of life blossoms, in the meantime, in the suburbs with their 
standardised mass accommodation in monotonous prefabricated-slab buildings. In com-
bination with extensive dacha and allotment garden districts, this offers scope for niche 
cultures, barter markets and elementary self-sufficiency. All of which gives socialist towns 
and cities their typical, essentially anti-urban, character.

Communists from all countries pay homage to an empathic internationalism. Its counter-
part is not so much nationalism, which it seeks to succeed politically and culturally, but 
rather a bourgeois cosmopolitanism based on global trade and global cultural exchange. 
Communist “anti-cosmopolitanism” is associated in many respects with a militant “an-
ti-Zionism”, which embarassingly resembles the old hate-filled stereotype of “world Jewry”. 

The internationalist slogans of the communist regimes stand in striking contrast to 
their isolationist policies toward the West as well as within their own camp. Visitors from 
abroad are subjected to fastidious controls and observation. Even “friendly exchanges” 
suffocate in their ritualistic rigidity. Youth festivals, which offer small tastes of freedom, 
are exceptions. An unstylish “socialist homeland” cult is engineered to help get over the 
fact that it is impossible for most citizens of East Germany, the Soviet Union or China to 
travel to “capitalist countries”. 

The most prominent leaders of world communism lie in their mausoleums not as 
champions of the “international proletariat” but as “great patriots”, as founders of new 
states and “fathers of the nation”.

Communist movements and regimes develop their greatest organisational and techno-
logical achievements in the military field. All of the “people’s republics” that they establish 
are the outcome of civil wars and/or wars between states or against foreign occupants.

The constantly kept-alive feeling of being surrounded by a world full of enemies 
becomes the communists’ elixir of life. This continual state of tension is perpetuated in 
the never-ending search for the enemy within and in the militarisation of everyday life. 
Revolutionary holidays bear a military stamp. The Party’s “democratic centralism” is, 
essentially, a command hierarchy. And everyone, be it in the political, economic or cultural 
sector, has to obey this principle.

The Soviet Union also stylises itself as a “peacekeeping superpower” that with its 
gigantic panoply of armaments keeps “US imperialism” in check around the globe. In 
reality, the arms race and the rivalry between the systems fuel conflicts and civil wars on 
all continents.

When, in the mid-1980s, the global political tensions start to ease, the loss of its 
external enemy plays a key part in the disintegration of the Eastern Bloc. As a totalitarian 
state, the Soviet Union collapses in peace-, not wartime.

Socialist urbanity - As an antithesis to bourgeois urbanity

Communist internationalism vs. bourgeois cosmopolitanism

”Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun” - Communist militarism

In the 1970s, countries all across the 
Eastern Bloc start building prefabri­
cated building complexes, so­called 
Plattenbausiedlungen, in order to 
alleviate the severe housing shortage. 
Often, however, it takes many years 
until the development of a residential 
environment begins. 

Photo, Warsaw, 1978: SZ Photo /  
Maciej Osiecki / Forum

The border between Czechoslovakia 
and the Federal Republic of Germany, 
July 1968. With an “Iron Curtain” of 
almost 7,000 kilometers and stretch­
ing from the Barents Sea to the Black 
Sea, the Communist regimes seal 
themselves off from the rest of Europe. 

Photo: picture alliance / CTK

The military branches parading on the 
Red square in Moscow on 7 November 
1987, the 70th anniversary of the 
Russian October Revolution.

Photo: picture alliance / dpa
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Entspannungspolitik

Glasnost and perestroika — it is under these slogans that Mikhail Gorbachev strives from 
1986 onward to modernise the ailing Soviet Union and to improve relations with the West. 
It is a reason why, in the summer of 1989, he grants the Eastern Bloc states greater 
self-determination. Although the opposition in Poland triumphs in semi-free elections on 
4th June, Soviet supremacy in the Eastern Bloc seems to be set in stone. Communist China 
appears to be under much greater pressure and, during the night from 3rd to 4th June, 
violently suppresses mass protests that have been going on in Beijing for weeks, as they 
threaten to spill over to the provinces.

Without any hope of imminent changes, tens of thousands of East German citizens 
attempt in their summer holidays to flee via Hungary or Czechoslovakia to the West. And 
despite the spectre of a “Chinese solution”, more and more East Germans now take to 
the streets and squares and demand reforms. This marks the beginning of the Peaceful 
Revolution, which opens the floodgates with the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9th November. 
The communist regimes fall like dominoes in a series of mostly peaceful revolutions.

By the time the democratic revolution reaches Moscow, the historic centre of the com-
munist world, it can no longer be stopped by tanks. In August 1991, the Russian flag is 
hoisted over the Kremlin.

Whereas the breakup of Yugoslavia degenerates into a series of deadly conflicts and 
“ethnic cleansings”, the disintegration of the Soviet Union proceeds relatively peacefully 
at first. But, despite new freedoms, many former Soviet citizens perceive the collapse of 
the state and economy as a personal calamity. Privatisations mostly resemble mafia-type 
robbery. There emerges a new oligarchic order of power and property ownership whose 
backbone is often formed by secret service officers.

However, pogroms and wars ensue, such as in Chechnya, Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia 
or, as at present, in Eastern Ukraine. They claim tens of thousands of lives and displace 
hundreds of thousands from their homelands. The driving force this time is, not least of all, 
the Kremlin’s renewed hegemonial ambitions under Putin.

The transformation of eastern central Europe also proves to be more complicated than 
expected in the 1990s. The heroes of the upheavals have difficulty holding their ground. 
‘Flipped’ ex-communists experience a comeback before they are superseded by new, often 
nationalist-authoritarian parties and leader figures

The People’s Republic of China, as an engine of the globalised world economy, is 
meanwhile heading under the (seemingly) unshakeable dictatorship of the Communist 
Party for new shores that no one as yet can identify.

It is time, 100 years after the October Revolution, to scrutinise the history of commu nism 
afresh. It is inextricably intertwined with the crises of the capitalist world economy and the 
two world wars. Intermingled within it are resistance to western hegemony and culture 
and hopes for emancipation and liberation that have largely been disappointed.

At its centre is the fate of two old shattered empires, Russia and China, which the 
communists pieced together again — and today have re-emerged with a different ideo-
logical mix and new economic foundations as cultural and global political opponents of the 
West. Is it in any way possible to relativise the wording “end of communism”?

Researchers have calculated that communism is responsible for the deaths of up to 100 
million people. Unlike the National Socialists, the communist regimes of the 20th century 
used violence and terror mainly against their own societies. Which is why their heirs in 
Moscow or Beijing today would like to cloak everything in a mantle of heroic tragedy. And 
many people, similarly, cannot and do not wish to face up to the legacy of violence on a 
massive scale that has affected every second family. For precisely those reasons it is so 
difficult to “come to terms” with the history of communism.

Reform & revolution - The defeat of communism in Europe

Revolution & restoration - From communism to post-communism

Reflecting on an era - Communism in the 20th century

9 October 1989: More than 70,000 
people are taking to the streets in 
Leipzig. The peaceful events of this 
“Monday demonstration” are later 
described as the watershed event for 
the history of the Peaceful Revolution. 

Photo: SZ Photo / ap / dpa / picture alliance

The gleaming skyline of Shanghai: 
Since the 1990s, the Communist Party 
has completely opened up China’s 
economy to the world market. The 
Communist party equates socialism 
with the unity and greatness of the 
nation, and claims that only the par­
ty’s dictatorship could guarantee said 
unity and greatness. 

Photo, 2015: SZ Photo / Kevin Lee

From classicism to postmodernism: 
Museum of Socialist Art, Sofia 
(Bulgaria), 2011. Similar museum 
parks with the statues of the founders 
and heroes of the former “Socialist 
Camp” which had been dismounted 
after 1989 can be found in all parts of 
eastern Europe. 

Photo: picture alliance / ap Photo
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The „Sovietization“ of Georgia

On February 25, 1921, the Red Army entered Tbilisi. The occupation of Georgia was engineered by the Geor-
gian Bolsheviks Stalin and Ordjonikidze and by the “Revcom” (Revolutionary Committee) formed on the very 

first days of the occupation.

The armed forces of the Democratic Republic of Georgia, cadets, and volunteers fought for the independence of 
the country for over a month, but the superiority of the enemy forces decided the outcome. 

Soviet propaganda resorted to the euphemism of ‘Sovietization’ that veiled the occupation and annexation of the 
country, but the Bolsheviks took the liberty to hold an election of Soviets (Councils) after only a year, as they were 
afraid of the strong influence of the Social Democratic Party among the workers and peasants. 

The Sovietization of Georgia coincided with fundamental changes in party policy: the abandonment of the rad-
ical “War Communism” and the movement towards the more concessionary “New Economic Policy” (NEP) at the 
10th Party Congress in March 1921; and also the adoption of a comprehensive “Nationality Policy” at the 10th 
Party Congress (with further elaboration at the 12th Party Congress in 1923).Soviet national policy envisaged the 
promotion of representatives of the local ethnicities into the party and state hierarchy, as well as setting up and 
strengthening educational and cultural organizations, which in its turn facilitated the collaboration of local elites 
with the Soviet regime. 

Despite this fact, the first half of the 1920s was a period of confrontation and resistance to the Soviet regime. The 
anti-Soviet movement started as early as in the spring of 1921, and was particularly strong in the mountainous 
regions of Svaneti, Pshav-Khevsureti and Mtiuleti. Guerrilla groups were formed, and anti-Bolshevik forces set up 
a coordinative body to fight for independence, the ‘Committee for Independence,’ to which the ‘Military Center’ 
was subordinated. Such resistance was put down by force (subverting such opposition movement provided early 
career advancement opportunities for the ambitious young policeman Lavrenty Beria), but also by co-optation 
and concessions.

There was no unity among the 
Georgian Bolsheviks either. One 
faction openly opposed the de-
signs of Stalin, particularly on the 
question of the formation of the 
Soviet Union in 1922. The so-called 
‘Georgian Question’ became a 
subject of confrontation even in 
Moscow. This group of Bolsheviks, 
referred to as the ‘National-Devi-
ationists’ would later be severely 
punished by Stalin.

 The Red Army troops entry to Borjomi. March, 1921.  

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia 
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“To the Peoples of the Caucasus”. Soviet 

soldiers are saluting the Caucasians. National 

Parliamentary Library of Georgia 

From left to right: Anastas Miqoian, Josef Stalin, Sergo Ordjonikidze. 

Georgian National Museum Photo Collection

D. Zhloba’s telegram about the liberation of 

Batumi from Turks. 19 March, 1921. National 

Parliamentary Library of GeorgiaThe first days of Sovietization in Tbilisi.  

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

The Red Army’s entry to Tbilisi. National Parliamentary 

Library of Georgia
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Economic Transformation – “The Great Turn”

At the 15th Party Congress in Moscow in December 1927, the first Five-Year Plan of rapid, state-led industrializa-
tion was approved. The comparatively liberal period of NEP ended, and the process of forceful industrialization 
and collectivization began as a ‘Revolution from Above’.

Only farm-laborers, the landless and the poorest peasants joined the collective farms voluntarily. The better-off 
peasants (the so called kulaks) became the main victims of collectivization. Not only did they have their property 
confiscated, many of the well-off peasants were deported from Georgia. Unbearable conditions in the villages 
led to the abandonment of countryside and a ‘proletarization’ of the peasantry who fled to the cities and turned 
into the labor force necessary for industrialization. Central to the Five-Year Plan was the construction of huge 
infrastructure projects: hydro-electric stations, irrigational systems and manufacturing facilities, draining the 
Kolkheti marshes and cultivating large scale tea and citrus plantations. The uncontrolled exploitation of fossil 
fuels, deforestation, and the pollution of rivers and lakes with complete disregard for the demands of the natural 
ecosystems posed a real threat to the environment as a whole. 

Collectivization profoundly changed the character of the village, as this social experiment forced the peasants 
into a new kind of serfdom. Some industrial growth was accomplished, but there was insufficient attention to 
consumer goods and the level of food production remained low. The share of agriculture in the economy still 
outweighed that of industry. The Georgian economy, as part of that of the USSR, was completely integrated into 
the industrial network of the Soviet empire and was unable to function independently.

The poster depicts the victory of Socialism over the international 

Capitalism. Photo courtesy Mr. O. Janelidze 

Exaggerated demands of the soviet five-year plans. 

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia
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The poster depicts the “brotherly” unity of builders 

of socialism - workers and peasants, as the guar-

antee for the construction of the communism; Na-

tional Parliamentary Library of Georgia

“We Will Conquer drought!” Propaganda poster trying to demonstrate the almighty 

of the soviet industrialization. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

The newspaper article about the mechanization of the tea 

production. Along with the citrus, Georgia is the main producer of tea 

in the Soviet Union.  

From the archive of the newspaper “Leninis Drosha” 

Georgia is the main supplier of the USSR with the citrus. 

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia
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The Evolution of the Terror

The Soviet party and state labeled their opponents as “enemies of the people”, “traitors” “saboteurs” and “diver-

sionists”, and consigned them to annihilation. Political repressions of unprecedented scale in Georgia took 

place in 1937-38, and were primarily associated with the name of Lavrenty Beria. 

The Georgian intelligentsia, the “Old Bolshevik” veterans of the Caucasus underground-revolutionary movement, 

and the first generation of the Georgian Party leadership (there was significant overlap among these three cate-

gories) were hit with particular vehemence. While such elites were the first targets of Stalin’s purges throughout 

the USSR, the fact that many of those in Georgia knew Stalin personally (and knew the reality of the history that 

Stalin was deliberately attempting to rewrite) put them in particular jeopardy. 

The “Great Terror” touched all layers of the society and all ethnic groups. Only in Georgia, according to rough 

data, 63,000 people were arrested, of whom some 10,000 were executed. The exact number of other victims of 

repressions, such as those who died in the GULAG or in exile, is still unknown. 

Lavrenty Beria’s effectiveness in overseeing the Terror in the Caucasus led to his promotion to Moscow to head 

the Soviet Secret Police (then called the NKVD) in 1938, many of Beria’s Caucasus-based party and police clients 

moved up with him. Beria, supported by his patronage network, became one of Stalin’s top magnates before, 

during, and after the Second World War. 

During the Second World War, many Soviet prisoners of war (among them thousands of Georgians), were handed 

over to the USSR by the allies, and were either executed or sent to the labor camps. In 1951, some 10,000 people 

were deported from Georgia to Kazakhstan and Central Asia for political reasons. The repressions also touched 

those who had relatives living abroad. 

Lavrentiy Beria. 

Communist leader 

of Georgia and 

Transcaucasia. 

Different years hold 

the positions of: the 

head of the Georgian 

OGPU – People’s 

Commissariat of 

Internal Affairs (so 

called Che-ka), the 

First Secretary of the 

Communist Party 

of Georgia and the 

Chief of the Internal 

Affairs of the USSR. 

His name is associated 

with the great terror 

in Georgia. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia(Collection of Levan 

Dolidze)
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So called commission of purge, which carried out the punitive operations during the 30th in Georgia. The 

archive of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia. 

Bolshevik leaders: sitting from right to left: S. Orjoniikidze, J. Stalin, V. Molotov, and S. Kirov. Standing: 

K. Voroshilov, L. Koganovich and V. Kuibishev. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

The resolution about S. Lakoba’s execution, signed by “Troika”. She is accused in facilitating her husband, party leader of Abkhazia, 

N. Lakoba in his « rightist espionage, sabotage and subversive terroristic activities in Abkhazia.” Punishment or even execution 

of the family members of “enemies” was broadly practiced by the Soviet regime. The archive of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of 

Georgia
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The Personality Cult of Stalin –  
“Long Live the Great Stalin!”

Stalin’s personality cult had been shaping since the late 1920s, as he consolidated his hold on the reins of pow-
er and violently did away with all opposition and critical opinion. A work published under Lavrenty Beria’s 

name, the “History of the Organization of Bolsheviks in the Transcaucasus”, as well as the constant praise and 
glorification of Stalin by writers, poets, and filmmakers greatly contributed to the formation of the Stalin’s cult.

With the death of Stalin in March 1953, a power struggle broke out among the Great Leader’s former top lieuten-
ants. Beria is the first out of the gate, attempting to win support by undoing the dubious “campaigns” of Stalin’s 
last days, such as the “Doctor’s Plot” and the “Mingrelian Affair” (the latter was aimed particularly at Beria’s client 
network in Georgia), and by appealing to national minorities through the USSR. Ultimately Beria’s bid for power 
failed, and his rival Nikita Khrushchev orchestrated Beria’s arrest and execution, together with a number of his 
top lieutenants. 

After Khrushchev’s denunciation of the “personality cult” of Stalin in his “Secret Speech” at the conclusion of the 
20th Party Congress in February 1956, rumors of this “desecration” of Stalin begin to cause unrest in Georgia. This 
culminated in mass demonstrations in Tbilisi and other cities around Georgia, primarily by students and young 
people, in early March. On the night of March 9 the Soviet Army opened fire on the demonstrators, killing and 
wounding a number of participants. The families were given the remains of their dead only on the condition that 

they bury them without attracting attention. 

Under Khrushchev’s command Georgian army units were 
disbanded, Georgian generals and officers were distrust-
ed and were dismissed from service; and the admission 
of Georgians to military academies was curtailed. The 
appointment of ethnically Russian officials to the posi-
tion of Second Secretary in the union republics became 
a standard practice as a result of the March 1956 events, 
whom Moscow intended to use as its eyes and ears’. 

Paradoxically, the March 1956 events became a catalyst 
for the Georgian dissident national-liberation move-
ment, which was lead by the very young participants of 
those events. 

On the Cult of Personality and its Consequences. N. Khrushchov’s 

report on the 1956 20th congress of the Communist Party of the 

USSR. Source: Electronic Library –Profile. https://profilib.com
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A pioneer girl pays tribute to 

the deceased Stalin. National 

Parliamentary Library of Georgia

9 March, 1956, peaceful demonstration at Stalin’s 

monument. National Parliamentary Library of 

Georgia

L. Beria. “On the History of the Bolshevik 

Organizations in Transcaucasia”. The book, 

the actual writer of which, according to 

one of the versions, was Bolshevik Eric/

Ermile Bedia; G. Leonidze State Museum of 

Georgian Literature

The Soviet Georgian newspaper 

“Komunisti”. The communique on Stalin’s 

health condition. National Parliamentary 

Library of Georgia

Molotov, Vorosilov, Beria and Malenkov at Stalin’s coffin.  

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia 
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Khrushchev’s so called “thaw” (‘ottepel’) was, to 
a certain extent, characterized by a liberal atti-

tude from the center towards the union republics. 
As long as they met their economic targets, kept 
overt nationalism within acceptable margins, and 
curtailed their ambitions to career ambitions out-
side of their republics, local party and government 
elites were given a certain autonomy in manag-
ing their own affairs (and despite the imposition 
by Khrushchev of ethnically Russian Party Second 
Secretaries, whose appointments were intended 
as a means of central control, but who in reality of-
ten became thoroughly co-opted into local politics 
and dealings). 

The period of the leadership of Leonid Brezhnev, fol-
lowing the deposing of Khrushchev in October 1964, 
came to be characterized as one of “stagnation” (“zastoi”). This period saw a flourishing of the grey and black 
economies throughout the Soviet Union, as the leadership turned a blind eye to this “grease” that allowed the 
formal system to continue to function. 

A kind of “social contract” emerged, with the regime assuring continued increases in standards of living in return 
for political deference. Georgia, located at the periphery of the Soviet empire, became a center of corruption and 
“second economy” activities, with entire “underground factories” producing in-demand consumer goods that the 
official economy was unable to accommodate. 

Georgian underground dissidents during this period interacted with the larger 
Soviet dissident community, publishing in underground “samizdat” journals. A 
number such people were persecuted and arrested during the Brezhnev era 
crackdown on dissidents in the mid-1970s, driving the movement further un-
derground, and many of its leading representatives were sent into internal exile 
or to psychological hospitals (“psikhushki”). 

On April 14, 1978, disgruntlement with Soviet policies of Russification and na-
tional assimilation led to mass protests against an attempt to amend the Geor-
gian SSR constitution in a way that was seen to diminish the status of the Geor-
gian language in the republic and to give official status to Russian. This peaceful 
mobilization of nationalist sentiment forced the central authorities to back 
down and refrain from altering the language article of the constitution. 

The “Thaw” and Stagnation – “Ottepel’ and Zastoi”

5-3 Leonid Brezhnev at the 

anniversary exhebition. 1971, 

Tbilisi. Georgian National Museum 

Photo Collection

Nikita Khrushchev, Vasili Mjavanadze and Givi Djavakhishvili while 

hunting. 1957. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia. Owner 

Givi Kurashvili
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Leader of Cuba Fidel Castro, Nikita Khrushchev and Rodion Malinovski, the 

Minister of Defense of the Soviet Union visiting Abkhazia. 1963  

http://www.resonancedaily.com/index.php?id_rub=5&id_artc=31556

Leonid Brejnev and the first secretary of the 

Communist Party of Georgia Vasili Mzhavanadze 

during Leonid Brejnev’s first visit to Georgia.  

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

Leonid Brejnev giving award to the Georgian 

Government for the 50th anniversary of sovietization 

of Georgia. 1971. National Library of the Parliament of 

Georgia

The first Secretary of the Communist Party of Georgia Eduard 

Shevardnadze is handing a red chellenge benner to Zhiuli Shartava, 

the Georgian First Secretary of the Leninist Young Communist League 

(Komsomol). Late 1970’s.  

Georgian National Museum Photo Collection
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Mikhail Gorbachev launched “Perestroika” upon taking up the position of General Secretary in March 1985 

to reform the faltering Soviet economic and political systems. While Georgian Party First Secretary Eduard 

Shevardnadze, a key ally of Gorbachev, was brought to Moscow to serve as USSR Foreign Minister, the changes 

of Perestroika were slow to take effect in Georgia.

In 1986, in attempting to use pressure from below to force the bureaucrats in the party and state bureaucracies to 

implement his intended reforms, Gorbachev declared the policy of “glasnost’”, or openness, reducing censorship, 

releasing political prisoners, and encouraging the population to voice their concerns and complaints. In national 

republics such as Georgia, this new spirit of openness allowed into the open nationalist discontent that had long 

been boiling beneath the surface. 

Protests about dissatisfaction with the situation in the Abkhazian ASSR graduated to sentiments of national in-

dependence in April 1989, and on the night of April 9 the Soviet Army was dispatched to quell the demonstra-

tions. The soldiers were ordered not to shoot, so they used shovels and possibly gas, resulting in the deaths of 

20 participants, mostly women. The April 9 massacre became a watershed event in modern Georgian history, 

discrediting the Soviet regime and the local party nomenklatura and creating a vacuum that came to be filled by 

representatives of the dissident nationalist intelligentsia. 

Almost overnight, Georgia became radicalized and joined the Baltic republics at the forefront of opposition to 

the continued existence of the USSR. Using Gorbachev’s institutional reforms that shifted power away from the 

party and towards partially democratically elected national and local legislatures, the nationalist dissidents were 

able to gain a voice in the political system and eventually to unravel the legal basis for the existence of the Soviet 

Union. 

Last Years of the USSR – The Unexpected Ending

The caricature depicts the collapse of the Soviet Union, while 

presumably, then the General Secretary of the Communist 

Party Gorbachev, is trying to save the situation. Author: Mutrtaz 

Abashidze. The magazine “Niangi”. National Parliamentary 

Library of Georgia

The caricature of Mikhail Gorbachev. Communist Party 

is trying to put obstacles to the initiator of the Soviet 

perestroika. Author: Murtaz Abashidze. The magazine 

“Niangi”. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia
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Peaceful demonstration some days before 9 April, 1989.  

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

The leaders of national-liberation movement 

in Georgia. Merab Kostava and Zviad 

Gamsakhurdia. The latter became the first 

President of the Independent Georgia. Photo 

from the social portal www.sazogadoeba.ge
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Distance from the center and the permissiveness of the period allowed Georgia to become a center of artistic 

creativity, in literature, art and especially in film. Soviet Georgian film became recognized for its ingenuity 

and originality throughout the world, and a number of Georgian directors, screenwriters, composers and per-

formers were awarded on different international festivals.

Culture in Soviet Times

The poster for 

the Ioseliani’s film 

“Giorgobistve” 

painted by the 

artist Dimitri 

Eristavi. National 

Parliamentary 

Library of Georgia.

Irakli Toidze’s poster “ The 

Motherland Calls” is a call 

for the all out mobilization 

for struggling in “The 

Great Patriotic War”. 

1941. Georgian National 

Museum poster collection

Scene from the shot in 1955 film “Magdana’s Donkey”, directed by 

Tengiz Abuladze and Rezo Chkheidze, starring –Dudukhana Tserodze. 

In 1956 was awarded a prize for the best short film at International Film 

Festival in Cannes. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

Scene from the film “Once Upon a Time There was a Singing Blackbird”. 

Directed by Otar Iosseliani. 1970. Otar Iosseliani gained the internation-

al recognition while still living and working in the Soviet Union: Gior-

gobistve (1966) Special prize of cinema press at Cannes Film Festival 

and the Prize of George Sadull; ‘Pastoral” (1976). Prize of cinema press at 

Berlin film festival. National Parliamentary Library of Georgia

Today Otar Iosseliani lives and works in France. In 2011 he was awarded 

a prize for the outstanding contribution in the development of the cin-

ematography (CineMerit Award) at Munich International Film Festival. 

Photo: National Library of the Parliament of Georgia
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Giya Kanceli. Composer. Since 1996 has lived and 

worked abroad. 2008 Wolf Award winner in Arts. 

National Parliamentary Library of Georgia After The May Day Demonstration. 

Robert Sturua (the Elder). 1964. 

Georgian National Museum

The scene from the play “Caucasian 

Chalk Circle.”  

Directed by Robert Sturua. 1975

The scene from the play “King Lear”. Directed by Robert Sturua. 

Starring Ramaz Chkhikvadze. 1987

His works brought a wide recognition to the director. He received 

different prizes, such as Albert Schweitzer Award (1975), Award of 

English Criticism (1980), Award of Italian Criticism (1981), Award of The 

State University of Argentine (1988) etc. photos: National Library of 

the Parliament of Georgia

The band “Via 75” at Tbilisi rock festival. Held in March, 1980 rock 

festival became the most important event in Russian rock music 

and is still remembered as “Soviet Woodstock”. Photo courtesy 

Besik Kalandadze

Scene from the film 

“Repentance”. The director 

Tengiz Abuladze. 1984. The film 

was awarded three prizes of 40th 

International Film Festival in 

Cannes: Grand Prize of the main 

jury, the prize of the Ecumenical 

Jury for Humanism and the 

prize of the International 

Federation of Cinema Press 

“Fipresci”; prizes in Chicago and 

Haugesund International Film 

Festivals (1987), the prize for the 

best foreign film of the National 

Association of Cinematographs 

of Italy (1988).

Leonid Brezhnev is greeted by one of the best soviet Georgian 

actresses, Veriko Andjaparidze, the laureate of the State Award 

and three times holder of the order of Lenin. Notwithstanding the 

comparative creative-artistic liberty, the soviet censorship was still 

an obligatory attribute. For the so called “cultural and art workers” 

demonstration of good attitude towards the state officials was 

somehow a certain necessity 
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The Publishers
Through extensive project support and its own wide range of programmes, the Federal 
Foundation for the Reappraisal of the SED Dictatorship promotes a comprehensive 
reappraisal of the causes, history and impact of the communist dictatorships in East 
Germany and Europe. 

The Deutsches Historisches Museum (German Historical Museum) is Germany’s  national 
historical museum. Located in Berlin’s historic district of Mitte, it sees itself as a place 
of active communication and discussion of history. With the reunification in 1990, the 
Deutsches Historisches Museum became the museum for the history of all parts of 
 Germany.

www.bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de 
www.dhm.de

Who are the people behind this exhibition?
The author of the exhibition is Dr. Gerd Koenen. In his 2001 book “Das Rote Jahrzehnt” 
(the red decade), he vividly explains the development of radical left-wing groups between 
1967 and terrorist German Autumn in 1977 and critically analyzes the motives of the 
activists – including his own. Further books by the author address the literature of the so-
cialist personality cult (“Die Großen Gesänge”, 1991), German terrorism (“Vesper, Ensslin, 
Baader”, 2003), the way Russia is viewed in Germany (“Der Russland-Komplex”, 2005), 
or the narratives of the Latin American guerilla (“Das Guevara Projekt”, 2008). In 2017, 
C.H.Beck will publish his new book “Die Farbe Rot — Kommunismus als Weltgeschichte”.  
www.gerd-koenen.de

The responsible project manager was Dr. Ulrich Mählert (Bundesstiftung Aufarbeit-
ung), who selected and commented the photos and documents in cooperation with 
Gerd Koenen. The exhibition design was developed by Leipzig-based graphic artist 
Dr. Thomas Klemm.  www.thomasklemm.com
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Please note
All photos, audio documents, and texts as well as the ex-

hibition design are subject to copyright and must not be 
reproduced, processed, or distributed in any form without 
the consent of the copyright owner. The copyright owners 

of the individual photos are stated in the image captions. 
Do you have any questions or anything to criticize con-
cerning the exhibition? Or did we — despite our most 
diligent research — fail to observe your copyright 
and  / or exploitation rights? Please feel free to email 
Dr. U lrich Mählert at 

k-ausstellung@bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de
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