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T he startling changes taking place in the Soviet em-
pirc are reflected in—and furthered by—changes
taking place in the language of the iowlitarian
countries.

Totalitarianism is most commonly defined as a sys-
tem in which one party, and in particular its elite, fully
conrrel the economy, ideology and politics in the state
it rules and thus exercises almost absolute control over
society. Ideology and incessant propaganda explain the
historic or scientific “necessity” of such a social arrange-
ment. They also blunt any social criticism by supplying
a set of notions outside of which the formulation of eco-
nomic, political and ideological problems is almost im-
possible. ‘ '

In Communist totalitarianism this set of notions, de-
rived from Marxist-1 eninist theory, forms an entire language
and, on the official level, social problems can be com-
municated only through it. Any overstepping of the bound-
aries of this language in official discussions 1§ vicwed
with suspicion and disqualifies the critic. This forced use
of a fixed, doctrinal language causes many problems, but
the chief one is that it distorts reality. Not only does the
language consist of wropian notions to which reality is
forcibly conformed, but even old notions are assigned new
meanings, allegedly supported by scientific doctrine.

Communist totalitanan language enforces on social
consciousness the view that communism is the last and
final stage in the historical succession of social systems,
and that it is philosophically superior 10 and encompas-
ses all other philosophies by critically absorbing parts of
them or by overcoming them, By undermining the notion
that communism is only one system existing alongside
other social systerns, the totalitarian language implies that
communism cannot revert 1o what has been “overcome,”
and that any change can be accomplished only by im-
provements within the system. Any systemic transforma-
tion of communism has so far been excluded by the set
of philosophical premises on which the system stands and
by its self-contained character. By dcfinition, the system’s
proclaimed “sciendfic basis” excludes alicrnatives.

Notions of language

There ar¢ hundreds of basic terms used frequently by
“Communist speak™ including an entire economic and
political vocabulary derived from Marxist theory. Most
of these terms do not stand entircly on their own but
are construcled o contrast with notions that have been
“overcome.” Some are used 10 justify the existence of
the system, others are used 10 obfuscale the need for sys-
temic change. Among the most frequently used notions !

that are employed (0 emphasize that the Communist sys-
Iem represents a new historic quality, in particular a new
type of democracy, are terms such as “revolution” and
“revolutionary changes,” “the interests of the working class,”
“social ownership of the means of production,” “class
struggle,” “socialist democracy,” “democratic centralism,”
“internationalism,” “socialist morale,” “social engagement,”
“socialist justice,” “the leading role of the Parry,”
“partisanship” and “historic necessiry.”
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Forced use of a fixed, doctrinal -
language causes many problems,
but the chief one is that it
distorts reality.

Notions that are designed to defend the unchangeability
of the syswem are, for example, “anti-socialist forces,”
“revisionism,” “rightist opportunism,” “progressive and
reactionary forces,” “the enemies of socialism,” “hostile
propaganda,” “anti-Communist centers,” “imperialism” and
“neo-colonialism.” And since the totlitarian sysiem is (in
a way) organized like the milinary, it also tends to use
many notions that come from military vocabulary such
as “discipline,” “bautle,” “campaign™ or “the mobilization
of the masses.”

In the wmlitarian language “socialist democracy,” for
example, is defined as a new historical quality that ne-
gates bourgeois democracy and allegedly relies on dicect
rather than indirect democracy; on the leading role of a
scientifically minded party rather than on the anarchy typ-

Power and Language

The moment the individual accepts the language of the ideol-
ogy. he allows his mental world and his sense of self-respect
1o be hijacked along with the language, No malier how
inadvertently he may have sumbled inw the use of the of-
ficial vceabulary, he is now part of the ideolcgy and has,
in a manner of spesking, eniered into a pact with the devil...
Ideology collapses when Communist power coltapses. Pow-
e and language are, 0 my mind, the same thing..when
Khrushchev surrendered w the tuth at the Twentieth Purty
Congress, Communist power, Soviet-style, was given up
together with the language. Or, if you like, ideology and
language collapsed together with the legitimacy of Commun-
ist rule. The lunguage of Communism is the power of Com-
munism.
Alain Besangon
Encounter, May, June 1987
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