Marxist Revisionism in East Germany:
The Case of Rudolf Bahro
JEFFREY LEE CANFIELD

Between August 1977 and October 1979 Rudolf Bahro's incarcerationin East Germany for having criticizedexisting socialism
drew the attention of Western Europe and much of the world. His
revision ofMarxism is unique because it originateswithin the Communist Bloc and because Bahro himself was a Communist Party
member anda successful managerin East German industry. Jeffrey
Lee Canfield recounts the details of this case andanalyzes Bahro's
theory.

For the last several years the internal policy of the East German regime has
been undergoing another of its periodic shifts in direction. Following the destabilizing effects of the Helsinki Conference in 1975, the 1976 East Berlin
Communist Parties meeting and the revocation of the popular singer and dissident Wolf Biermann's citizenship on 16 November 1976, it appeared to most
observers that the German Democratic Republic (G.D.R.) was settling into a
period of relative stability in anticipation of the Thirtieth Anniversary of the
Republic (celebrated on 7 October 1979). But subsequent events have indicated that, in fact, liberalization has not come to pass, as is clearly demonstrated by the revision and toughening of the penal code effective 1 August
1979. In the course of the shift, a novel interpretation of Marxist-Leninist
theory and practice appeared in the form of a 543-page book written by a thenunknown party member and industrial manager. Since that event in the fall of
1977, Rudolf Bahro and his work, Die Alternative: zur Kritik des realexistierJeffrey Lee Canfield is a candidate for the Master of International Affair Degree at the School for
International Affairs at Columbia University. He is studying at the Institute on East Central
Europe. An earlier version of this paper was published as Babro's Communist Alternative, Radio
Free Europe Research RAD Background Report/272.
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endin Sozialismus' (The Alternative: Toward a Critique of Actually Existing
Socialism), have become the subject of enormous public attention.
Yet despite the interest generated, surprisingly little has appeared in print
which confronts Bahro's controversial theses in any detail. The present discussion aims at eliminating that gap both by representing and evaluating the concepts central to The Alternative, and by relating those events which have come
to be called the " Bahro case." Since neither the case nor Bahro's theoretical innovations gestated in a vacuum, their significance must be understood within a
context that takes political, personal, intellectual and historical factors into account.

THE "BAHRO CASE" AND THE INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE

On 22 August 1977 an interview appeared in the West German journal Der
Spiegel which made public for the first time excerpts from a book by the
41-year-old Bahro, which was about to be published by Europiische Verlaganstalt. The following day, Bahro was arrested on suspicion of "intelligence activity" by agents of the G.D.R. state security organ. Later that evening, two interviews taped earlier by the West German television networks ZDF and ARD
were broadcast in West Germany, and of course viewed by many citizens of the
G.D.R. as well. It became evident that Bahro had prepared for the day of his
arrest, an inevitable response to the publication of his book. Prior to the appearance of the Spiegel article, he had completed a taped self-interview, written an approximately fifty-page summary of his theses, had a condensed version of his book prepared and clandestinely distributed in the G.D.R., and arranged the two television interviews.
As a result of his arrest Rudolf Bahro was expelled from the Socialist Party
(SED), and was at first reported confined in the Neubrandenburg penitentiary,
although the details of his arrest and confinement were not made available by
official sources. Then on 30 May 1978 the West German media carried reports
of Bahro's impending expulsion from the G.D.R., an expedient on which the
SED leadership had come to rely in ridding that society of what they regarded
as its most dangerous critics. The reports, however, remained unfulfilled. Two
attempts by West Germans to visit Bahro and ascertain the conditions of his

1. Rudolf Bahro, Die Alternative: zur Kritik des real existierenden Sozialismus (Cologne:
Europ.sche Verlaganstalt, 1977). Hereafter referred to in the text as The Alternative. Bahro's
work has been skillfully translated into English and published as The Alternative in Eastern
Europe, trans. David Fembach (New Left Books, 1978). All citations from this source use Mr.
Fembach's translations.
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confinement were denied,2 while speculation flourished as to measures which
the regime would ultimately adopt vis-i-vis Bahro.
On 30 June 1978 all speculation ended when East German television and
radio reported that Rudolf Bahro had been sentenced in a closed trial by the
First Criminal Bench of the Berlin City Court to eight years imprisonment for
"intelligence activities" and "betrayal of state secrets." Bahro was also charged
with having passed information to Western authorities through a number of
journalists, particularly Ulrich Schwartz of Der Spiegel.
In his self-interview Bahro had predicted that the apparatus would not only
brand his book "as revisionist but also as counter-revolutionary. It will speak of
some paymaster or other."3 In fact he was only partially correct, for the
sentence avoided all mention of the real question, i.e., the controversial critique of socialism contained in The Alternative. But it did indeed name a paymaster - Bahro had been accused of earning DM200,000 in the Federal
Republic for the publication of his book. Again, speculation filled the West
German press following the sentencing, centering around the possibility that
the Federal government might purchase his release as it had for thousands of
political prisoners in the past.
On 3 July 1978 SED policy was condemned by the West German government spokesman Klaus B611ing, who characterized Rudolf Bahro's sentence as a
serious violation of the Final Act of the Helsinki Agreements and of the 1966
UN Convention, both of which the G.D.R. had signed. Subsequently, the
G.D.R. news agency ADN replied to B611ing on 5 July, countering that the
Federal Republic "must take a special place because of its radicals-policy" in
any discussion of violations of human rights, and referred to B611ing's condemnation as "crocodile tears. "4
The Western news media reported on 18July 1978 that Bahro had lodged an
appeal and, more importantly, that he had refused to sign the documents required as a formality before the revocation of G.D.R. citizenship and expulsion
from the state.5 Indeed, Bahro had indicated earlier that he would remain in
2. SiiddeutscheZeitung, 18 May 1978, reporting an attempt by an SPD delegation from Minster
to visit Bahro, and GND/DPA, 23 June 1978, reporting the efforts of Professor Renate Damus
of the University of Osnabrffck to discuss Bahro's confinement with the G.D.R. Interior
Ministry.
3. Rudolf Bahro, "Rudolph Bahro Interviews Himself," trans. Paul Edmunson and Ginter Minnerup, cited by Ralph Miliband and John Saville (eds.), The Socialist Register 1978, (London:
The Merlin Press, 1978), p. 7.
4. Siiddeutsche Zeitung, "Bonn: Bahro Urteil verstoss gegen die Menschenrechte" 4 July 1978;
"Streit in VDS-Vorstand. . ." 5July 1978; and "Ostberlin attackiert Bundesregierung" 6July
1978. In the late 1960s the Federal Republic passed a law designed to quiet dissent from Marxist
and other radical demonstrators, writers and philosophers.
5. Siiddeutsche Zeitung, "Bahro legt Berufung ein," 18 July 1978 and FrankfurterAllgemeine
Zeitung, "Bahro legt Berufung gegen Verurteilung ein," 19 July 1978, and Die Welt,
"Regimekritiker Rudolf Bahro legt Berufung ein," 19 July 1978.
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the G.D.R. if at all possible, because his "battlefield" lay there. At the same
time, it was reported that Europ~ische Verlaganstalt had approached the East
German lawyer Wolfgang Vogel, responsible for many of the previous6 East to
West prisoner deals, but that Vogel had declined to represent Bahro.
On 1 August 1978 the G.D.R. news agency ADN announced that Bahro's
appeal had been refused by the Supreme Court of the G.D.R., and that "the7
severity of the penalty corresponded to the seriousness of Bahro's crimes.''
Following the announcement of the Court's decision, nothing further was
heard from Rudolf Bahro until Der Spiegel published what it alleged to be,
and probably was, a letter written by Bahro in prison (Bautzen II) to a fellow inmate. In the letter, Bahro related that, "I am feeling as physically and
spiritually well as one can feel under these conditions ... s In addition, he
reported that he had read about 160 books, was studying French, and was reading the Bible from cover to cover. Regarding the treatment which he had received, Bahro maintained that:
All in all: I can stick out the remaining seven years in a halfway
productive manner, if it does not become worse (I have also heard
this threat, although cryptically, but believe that it is 'only' [bad
enough] a psychological means of pressure.) In any case, I am formally handled correctly.9
Most importantly, he reaffirmed that he had withstood the examination without abandoning his position, and that he would "continue straight ahead" on
his path of opposition to the regime. 10
For some time it appeared that Rudolf Bahro faced little hope of an early release. Later in 1978 it was reported that he was working on a new book which
would examine the relationship between Christianity and Communism.,
Following his imprisonment, Bahro was the recipient of both the Carl von
6. Siiddeutscbe Zeitung, "Bahro legt Berufung ein," 18 July 1978 and Die Welt, "Warum Anwalt Vogel nicht das Mandat fir Bahro annehmen wollte, " 19 July 1978. Apparently Vogel
declined the case for a number of reasons: he was representing another client at the time, he had
received orders from above to decline, and he wanted to distance himself for political reasons. In
addition, it now appears that the East German regime may discontinue the practice of ransom
payments for the release of political prisoners: Ellen Lentz, "East Germany's Prisoner-Ransom
Deals Appear Ended," The New York Times, 28 October 1979.
7. Die Welt, 2 August 1978, " 'DDR' - Gericht lehnt Bahro's Berufung ab," DPA, 1 August
1978, correspondent Dietmar Schulz, and Siiddeutsche Zeitung, 2 August 1978, "Bahro's
Berufung zuriickgewiesen" all report the ADN announcement.
8. Rudolf Bahro, "Ich werde meinen Weg fortsetzen": Eine Dokumentation, (Cologne:
Europilsche Verlaganstalt, 1977), page 109 from Der Spiegel, No. 44/1978.
9. Ibid., p. 110.
2 November 1978.
10. Die Welt, "Auf sechs Quadrametern.
11. FrankfurterAllgemeineZeitung, "Appell fuir Rudolf Bahro," 29 June 1979. It was reported
that Bahro's work tentatively bore the tide: "Christusbild fur Kommunisten - von der
Aufhebung der Religion."
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Ossietzky Medal awarded by the Berlin section of the International League for
Human Rights in December 1978, and the Isaac Deutscher Memorial Prize
awarded in January 1979. The award of the Ossietzky Medal seemed especially
appropriate, in that Bahro and the left-wing intellectual shared certain traits
and experiences. Like Ossietzky, Bahro refused to bow before the authorities of
the G.D.R.; he refused to ease their dilemma by accepting exile, and he remained an inmate of a Saxon prison - a symbol of protest against a social
system which tolerates neither criticism nor theoretical creativity.
Apparently he proved to be a symbol which the regime could not tolerate for
long. As part of an amnesty for prisoners, announced in conjunction with the
Thirtieth Anniversary celebrations, Bahro was among the first released, despite
the fact that political prisoners were expected to be excluded under the terms of
the amnesty. On 11 October 1979 both Rudolf Bahro and Nico Hiibner
(another dissident who had received international attention after being imprisoned for refusing to serve in the East German army) were released, and six days
later transported to West Germany. 12 The release of these political prisoners
must be seen in the context of recent attempts to initiate an East-West German
summit, along with the Brezhnev announcement of Soviet willingness to
reduce the number of troops and tanks stationed in the G.D.R.
Two questions need to be addressed in regard to the development of the
"Bahro case." First, why did the authorities of the state security apparatus
delay so long before arresting him, when his activities had apparently been
under surveillance for some time? Second, why did the authorities adopt this
particular set of measures in dealing with Bahro, i.e., why sentence and imprison him as a spy rather than choose expulsion or exchange?
Any answer to the first question must remain tentative at best. Some
observers have postulated the recent emergence of a split in the SED hierarchy
over the pursuit of ideological policy. They suggest the formation of an oppositional faction unhappy that, in pursuing industrial productivity and hence a
higher standard of living as the basis for legitimation, Party First Secretary Erich
Honecker may have neglected controls over ideological and cultural policy.13
Hence the sporadic overreactions - such as the arrest of Bahro and the revision
of the penal code - could be interpreted as tactical moves to regain control
over the apparatus, and may explain the initial hesitancy or inability to act during a period of intraparty strife over appropriate policy.
In regard to the measures adopted, the fact that Bahro was a member of the
Party and a responsible manager may have had a significant impact on the
12. The Economist, "Talking the Same Language?", 20 October 1979, p. 54.
13. Dohumentation, p. 104 from Der Spiegel, No. 36/1977, "DDR: Geistige Leere." Also see
Oliver MacDonald, "Tensions in Regime Produce Policy Shift" in Labour Focus on Eastern
Europe, Volume 3/2, May-June 1979, p. 13.
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ultimate choice of sanctions. As Wolf Biermann remarked in the context of the
Bahro sentencing, "What brings them [the SED] to a complete rage, and
makes them crazy is the inherent criticism, the criticism that comes from within."1 4 Additionally, these means may have been regarded as the optimal instruments for stifling discussion of Bahro's concepts, both within the G.D.R.
and externally (especially among the Eurocommunists). By branding Bahro as a
spy the regime may have hoped to make him a pariah figure, and thereby to
deprive third parties of the opportunity to advocate his proposals or to question
his sentencing.
However, the measures employed against Rudolf Bahro elicited the opposite
reaction from that which had been expected. Media coverage of the "Bahro
case" attained nearly the same intensity as that following the deprivation of
Wolf Biermann's G.D.R. citizenship in 1976. Well over one hundred news
items and editorials appeared in the West German press alone during 1978. In
addition, the entire West European press responded with broad coverage of the
case along with denunciations of the sentence. In Le Monde for example, the
communist historian Jean Elleinstein called the sentencing extremely
"dangerous," adding that, "To set repression in the place of the requisite
political and theoretical debate contradicts the Leninist principles of the leadership of state and party."5
International appeals for the release of Rudolf Bahro from both individuals
and organizatibns also numbered in the hundreds. Appeals originated with
writers such as Heinrich B611, Giinter Grass, Graham Greene, Arthur Miller,
Carola Stern and Wolf Biermann; with political leaders such as Willy Brandt,
Philip Whitehead and Eric Heifer; and with intellectuals such as Robert
Havemann, Herbert Marcuse and Lucio Lombardo-Radice. Organizations
which participated actively in calling attention to the fate of Rudolf Bahro included the International PEN Club, individual chapters of Amnesty International, and "Bahro Committees" in Berlin, Paris, London, Florence and
elsewhere. But the most evident manifestation of protest against Bahro's
sentence was the "International Congress For and About Rudolf Bahro" held
at the Technical University in Berlin from 16-19 November 1978.
At the Congress an average of three thousand individuals participated in
each of the three discussions led from the podium by European party and union
leaders. The Congress' stated goals were to stage an overwhelming demonstration of support for Rudolf Bahro and to provide an opportunity for the Western
Left to reunite through a discussion of Bahro's theoretical concepts. Indeed, the
mere representation of leftist and communist parties of all gradations boded
14. Die Welt, 3July 1978, "Biermann: Bahro formuliert die Gefihile vieler" excerpted from the
"Mittagsjournal" program of the Saarlandisch Rundfunk. The brackets are mine.
15. Dokumentation, p. 122, reports Elleinstein's Le Monde remarks.
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well for the realization of the latter goal, and predictions abounded that at last
the Left would rise, phoenix-like, from its own ashes. But this was not the case.
While the Congress achieved impressive publicity for the "Bahro case," the attempt to use Bahro as a symbol for a revitalized Left failed miserably. Consensus on support for a political prisoner, of course, proved much easier to achieve
than doctrinal consensus.
Ti

PERSONAL CONT=XT

Despite the interest generated by The Alternative, demonstrated most clearly in the Congress' discussions, few comprehensive or critical evaluations of his
concepts have appeared. Among the exceptions are two short critiques, one by
Gunter Minnerup and another by the recently deceased social philosopher
Herbert Marcuse, both of which stress The Alternative's importance as a
theoretical achievement.1 6 But if the details of Bahro's concepts are only slowly
moving into the realm of public discussion, the biographical details of Bahro's
life have become readily available. Before the Spiegel interview of 22 August,
nothing was known of him in the West. His background, viewed externally,
described merely the life-course of a relatively successful party member, and in
no way explained why he produced a book wholly critical of the SED regime.
Fortunately, we need not rely on the external vantage point alone.
Born on 18 November 1935 in Bad Flinsberg, which today falls within the
borders of Poland, Bahro was at sixteen in 1951 a candidate for and by 1954 a
full member of the SED. Following the "pains of my crisis of 1956-1957" (the
Twentieth Party Congress and events in Hungary and Poland), he completed
five years of philosophical studies at the Berlin Humboldt University, and
became the editor of a village newspaper in Sachsendorf. There he functioned
as a party agitator during the agricultural collectivization program of 1960. (To
this day Bahro maintains that collective farming is "perhaps the greatest
economic success" of the G.D.R.)
After 1960 he spent two years at Griefswald University as editor of the university paper, until he was assigned by the Science Department of the Central
Committee to the Executive of the Scientists' Trade Union in Berlin, where he
served as advisor to the chairman. In 1965 Bahro was transferred to the deputy
editorship of Forum, an intellectual journal directed primarily toward the
youth. There he initiated a discussion of forbidden issues, including a debate
on the works of the controversial G.D.R. author Giinter Kunert. These tenden16. Gaintcr Minnerup, "Rudolph Bahro - An Introduction," in op. cit., The Socialist Register
1978, p. 1. Herbert Marcuse, "Das alte Modell taugt nichts mehr." For a useful first appraisal
see also Charles Andras, "East German Critic's 'Alternative to Socialism' Published in the
West," Radio Free Europe Research, RAD Background Report 177 (Eastern Europe), 5
September 1977.

THE FLETCHER FORUM

WINTER 1980

cies culminated in the spring of 1966 when he published a short story by Volker
Braun, which the Party found to be "pernicious." Bahro was subsequently
released from his position at Forum and transferred to industry, where after
1967 he served in the management of the Berlin Gummiwaren-Kombinat, a
rubber products factory. His last post was as Department Manager for Scientific
Work Organization.
In December 1967 he addressed a letter to then-First Secretary Walter
Ulbricht on the basis of his initial experiences in industry, broaching the questions of workers' self-management and social democracy within the G.D.R. As
a result of the letter Bahro received a verbal warning from a Central Committee
employee in May 1968.17 The subsequent events of the Prague Spring and its
termination proved to be the turning point for Rudolf Bahro from loyal functionary to confirmed oppositionist.
And now there came a, for me, extraordinarily important, a really incisive, decisive political experience, and that was the so-called
Prague Spring. I was involved from the first moment with all my
energy. . . in the proceedings there in Czechoslovakia, and placed
enormous hope in the possibilities ... And the invasion of
Czechoslovakia. . . changed something in me forever.18
On 22 August Bahro prepared his resignation from the Party, but recognizing
the futility of such an act, he concluded that he was "in a situation to do something better." That "something better" proved to be his critique of Marxist
theory and practice - The Alternative.
Bahro prepared for the task of writing by studying Marx afresh, along with
the "Trotskyists" and even Isaac Deutscher, maintaining all the while a special
interest in Yugoslav and Chinese developments. Provided with the opportunity
to pursue a doctorate, he was released from his job for three months out of
every year from 1972-1974, and thus found the time to begin writing his book.
His dissertation, "Entfaltungsbedingungen von Hochschulkadern in der Industrie" (Development Requirements of Technical College Cadres in
Industry), was completed in the summer of 1975, but rejected by the Vice
Chancellor for Social Science at the Technical College of Merseburg, allegedly
because it did not fulfill certain "scientific requirements." After completing
The Alternative in 1977, Bahro first established indirect contacts with
Europ:Yische Verlaganstalt (EVA), and later asked EVA to organize contacts
with representatives of Der Spiegel, ZDF and ARD who were accredited in the
G.D.R.
17. Biographical details are taken pritiharily from Rudolph Bahro, "Selbstinterview," in
Dokumentation, p. 56, and from Munzinger-Archiv/Internat. Biograph. Archiv, 14January
1978, distribution 2/78, P-15163.
18. Dokumentation, p. 91.
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These constitute the external facts of Bahro's life prior to his arrest; but
armed as we are with his own testimony, we have the opportunity to survey the
motivations which compelled Bahro to undertake a critique of socialism.
Rudolf Bahro remains by his own admission a convinced communist and Marxist, but describes and emphasizes an "incubation period" from the building of
the Berlin Wall in 1961 to the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 when he lost
all political naivetd, and recognized the contradictions inherent in socialism as
practiced. His ultimate goal in presenting an alternative vision of communism
is to provide the theoretical basis for a new and revived Communist Party
capable of resolving these contradictions.
I do not want to form a party tomorrow. So goes history, but not
politics. But: that I give the communist opposition, for which there
is a potential in all lands of the actually existing socialism, a
theoretical foundation, that is the real goal of my book. 19
In order to attain this goal he felt morally and politically compelled to publish
The Alternative under his own name, and to bear the inevitable consequences.
In the evaluation of The Alternative that follows, the effects of Bahro's
multi-faceted background will be evident. As a philosopher, he constructs a
system, albeit inconsistently applied, which synthesizes a diverse array of
disciplines and schools. As an editor, Bahro developed his writing skills, and
now possesses an enjoyable, often aphoristic style such that, the ponderous
nature of the arguments aside, the work remains highly readable. As a
manager, Bahro gained that immediate experience in industry which forms the
foundation of his critique of the G.D.R. economy and its systemic dysfunctions. This said, the question remains whether The Alternative warrants the international attention it has garnered as a contribution to Marxist theory, or
whether its popularity has merely been a function of the protest generated by
Bahro's imprisonment. The work must be evaluated on its own merits.
THE

ALERNATIVE:

A

SUMMARY AND EVALUATION

The Alternative is written in the form of a triptych, each section serving as a
foundation for the argument to be pursued in the successive sections. Bahro
first establishes a system - his understanding of Marxist theory, centered
around a reinterpretation of the course of history. In the second section Bahro
analyzes the rift between present-day Marxist theory and practice in the socialist
countries of Eastern Europe. Finally, he proposes an alternative, discussing
both the implementation and the character of communism as he envisions it, a
communism fundamentally different from that described in the preceding sec19. Ibid., p. 100.
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tion. The work integrates diverse disciplines and draws eclectically on the concepts of Teilhard de Chardin, Antonio Gramsci, Rosa Luxemburg, A.S.
Makarenko, Freud, Reich, Lao Tzu and others. Despite the work's (sometimes
major) flaws, the reader encounters a concept or illustration worthy of consideration on nearly every page. Only limitations of space dictate the presentation of a mere sketch of the complex whole.
While Bahro consciously models his critique on the form of Marx's Economic
and PhilosophicManuscripts and adopts Marx's own analytical objectives, he
nevertheless stresses the inconsistent and antiquated state of Marx's thought.
The non-capitalist road to socialism, a concept which lies at the heart of Bahro's
analysis and which he ascribes to the economies of the Soviet bloc, presents
problems entirely different from those examined by Marx. Beyond its neglect of
the non-capitalist road, Marx's revolutionary program contained utopian
elements and overlooked the potential for alienation, exploitation and oppression inherent not only in the capitalist system but in the state as well. Marx
failed to recognize that alienation could occur independently of a system based
20
on private property.
Despite these caveats regarding the inapplicability of Marx's thought under
present conditions, Bahro nonetheless cites Marx, Engels and Lenin to support
his arguments. We must wonder why Bahro conducts his critique within a fundamentally Marxist framework while indicating the limited theoretical value of
Marx's work. Although not entirely clear on the issue, Bahro asserts that he is
nevertheless a communist and a Marxist, and claims continuity on the assumption that despite theoretical flaws, a new historical movement began with Marx.
Bahro thus takes issue with those Marxist theoreticians who maintain that
only the attempt to realize Marx's ideal is imperfect or deformed, and refuse to
consider the possibility that the theory itself may be deformed or outmoded.
He declines to engage in the polemical argument as to "what Marx really
said," for this leads to nothing but "scholastic battles of quotations," and the
convenient but mistaken perception of a basic distinction between the early,
more philosophic writings of Marx and the later economic writings. These are
the premises from which Bahro initiates his critique, while the task which he
sets for himself is a function of the same premises.
. . . it is no longer sufficient to be a "Marxist" in the traditional
sense. We must rather raise to a higher level Marx's own legacy, the

20. According to Bahro, Marx could not anticipate the exploitative nature of the state under present-day socialism. Because of his base in the Hegelian tradition and the resultant Eurocentrism, he never engaged in a comprehensive study of the nonwestern, Asiatic peoples and
nations.
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most developed theory and social science that we have, and
2
transform it into the communism of the present. 1
In this spirit, Bahro examines the source of the present state of affairs in Eastern
Europe - the non-capitalist road to socialism.
The Non-CapitalistRoad To Socialism
From the outset, Bahro questions the social relationships, economic organization, and the reputed humanistic focus of socialism in Eastern Europe, and
concludes that the system itself is bankrupt. The central tenets and goals of
Marx's socialism remain unfulfilled. The fundamental contradictions between
productive forces and the relations of production, which were to have been expunged during the building of socialism, remain unchanged. Consequently,
Bahro correctly classifies Walter Ulbricht's 1968 dictum, that socialism is a relatively independent socio-economic formation rather than the initial stage of
communism, as a tactic designed to obscure the nature of socialism as actually
practiced. He in turn adopts the regime's own defensive formula, "actually existing socialism," and turns it back against the same regime, employing the
phrase as a rubric which expresses the bankrupt state of present-day socialism.
In short, Bahro argues that the present situation in the Soviet Union and the
bloc is wholly incompatible with the visions of Marx and Engels. He maintains
as well that the Soviet Union cannot remain the only model for Marxist emulation; rather, the very different experiences of the Yugoslavs, Chinese and
others must be taken into account.
The thesis informing this first section, which Bahro develops primarily by expanding upon Lenin's study of colonialism, sees the historical development of
economic and social relations in the "Asiatic" lands (including the Soviet
Union) as responsible for the survival of the state in its most draconian form.
The less developed cultures of the colonial empires had stagnated in what
Marx, without fully understanding the implications, labeled the "Asiatic mode
of production." In using the phrase "Asiatic mode," he intended to evoke a
specific type of archaic agricultural community which developed where a system
based on private property could not, because of the "preconditions of production" (i.e., because large-scale cooperation was necessary). Marx believed that
this type of community gave rise to a political structure with the "Oriental
despot" at its summit. Bahro, however, questions Marx's depiction of a regular
succession of the five traditional economic-historical formations, or modes of
21. Rudolf Bahro, The Alternative in EasternEurope, trans. David Fernbach, p. 31. Hereafter, all
quotations from The Alternative will be cited with page numbers in the text.
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production, in which each gives rise to a higher formation. Bahro denies that
the succession is automatic, and concludes that no necessary connection exists
between each formation; each need not engender a "higher form."
Furthermore, according to Bahro, feudalism and capitalism comprise in actuality a single formation rather than two independent formations. This formation is significantly different from the others in that it is not characterized by
inherent stability, but possesses an internal dynamic. In contrast to those lands
where the feudal-capitalist sequence flourished, the peoples of the "Asiatic"
lands
are still affected today by the fact that their distant ancestors were
the first to create a high culture and had therefore to subject
themselves to a social structure which did not contain any immanent explosive dynamic. (p. 66)
A flaw in Bahro's interpretation of history is the fact that he cannot demonstrate the linkages between feudal-capitalism and the posited internal dynarmic,
nor that between the "Asiatic mode of production" and inevitable stagnation.
These constructs must remain a matter of subjective analysis, to be taken on
faith, since Bahro cannot provide empirical proof for them. Moreover, a nonMarxist perspective would probably rank cultural and political distinctions
equally with economic distinctions as the determinants of internal stability or
dynamic.
After describing the course of Russian history, Bahro concludes that the Bolsheviks had no choice: pre-existing conditions determined policy to a large extent. Lenin had overestimated the degree of capitalist development in Russia,
and while aware of the "Asiatic" features of the society, he did not perceive
"the basic peculiarity of Russia" - the "Asiatic mode of production" hidden
among the folds of the Tsarist state. Bahro claims that independent of the institution of serfdom, the Tsarist bureaucracy maintained another socio-economic
relationship with a mass of non-feudal peasants, reinforced through the tax
structure and agricultural economy. Thus, at the beginning of the twentieth
century, Russian society could be characterized as three superimposed economic
formations: the "Asiatic" (embodied in the Tsarist bureaucracy and the Orthodox state church), a half-liquidated feudal formation, and a thinly scattered
capitalist formation. These conditions forced the Bolsheviks to replace the
bureaucracy of the Tsar with one of their own design in order to prevent the
state's immediate dissolution and to create the industrial and agricultural conditions necessary for the transformation to socialism.
Yet in the Soviet Union of the 1970s, when the minimal conditions for this
transformation have been created, the apparatus of coercion endures in an even
more oppressive form. "All that remains of Lenin's living mechanism is then
the bureaucratic skeleton . . . The working class is ruled." (p. 107) With the
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consummation of the Revolution, the problem became the incestuous reproduction by the bureaucracy of its own characteristics and rule. In making a
"universal virtue" out of the coercion initially required, Stalin's rule effaced
the humanist perspective of Leninism, and a new Oriental despotism established itself in the form of the First Secretary, Politburo and Party-state
bureaucracy.
In portraying the development of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(CPSU), Bahro generally echoes the critiques put forth by Trotsky and Luxemburg, while his depiction of Soviet industrial mobilization seems to rely heavily
on Kautsky's perspective. Compare for example the following observation by
Kautsky with Bahro's as presented above:
The attempt to erect among one of the most backward populations the socialist type of production, which overlays the capitalist
with the instruments of a central-bureaucratic-police terrorism, was
from the first condemned to end in bankruptcy.22
The conclusion that economic, social, and political relations in the Soviet
Union took a given form as the result of historical necessity (because of the
residue of the "Asiatic mode"), while not entirely original, represents as formulated in The Alternative the most comprehensive and damning appraisal of
the Soviet path to emerge from the system itself. Bahro's description of today's
Soviet state is similar to and equalled only by the Yugoslav portrayal of Soviet
"bureaucratic dictatorship." But the Yugoslavs, of course, never strove to
demonstrate a historical necessity for developments which extended beyond the
mere recognition of continuity with Tsarist institutions.
As a preface to the second section of The Alternative, Bahro extends his argument to consider the role of international imperialism. The subjection of Soviet
society to a bureaucratic state machine originated not in the inheritance of a
semi-Asiatic past alone, but also in the technologically superior and hostile interventionist nature of the imperialist powers. 23 Additionally, Bahro asserts
that the level of accumulation deemed necessary as a precondition of communism is determined not within the system itself, but in economic competition with the capitalist lands. These linkages remain superficial and are
founded primarily on his view of the arms race: "The military-industrial complex in the USA finds its involuntary pendant in the military-bureaucratic complex in the Soviet Union, which. . . proves to be a tremendous brake on inter22. Karl Kautsky, Der Bo/schewismus in der Sachgasse (Berlin: J.H.W. Dietz Nachfolger,
G.m.g.H., 1930), p. 20. Translated by the author. Bahro and Kautsky ultimately disagree on
the solution to these problems and on agricultural policy, but the similarities in their analyses
of Soviet mobilization remain striking.
23. In fact, the imperialist encirclement of the U.S.S.R. "represents the deepest reason for the excesses of the Stalin terror." The Alternative, p. 131.

THE FLETCHER FORUM

WINTER 1980

nal political progress." (p. 135) Although he is correct in his assessment of the
imbalances created within Soviet society due to inordinate military expenditure, Bahro's justification for the expenditure is rather prosaic.
While Bahro presents a relatively coherent analysis of the origin of the Soviet
system, here he relies on the polemics of the very ideology he rails against elsewhere. In so doing, he negates some of the value of his description. He makes
the usual assumptions about the evils of imperialism, without bothering to examine these tenets in a critical manner. Bahro does conclude, however, that
Marx did not predict the continuation of relations of domination which were
inherent in Soviet society and subsequently exported to Eastern Europe. Therefore, he undertakes his own critique of actually existing socialism.
Bahro's Critique Of Actually Existing Socialism
Bahro maintains that the peoples of Eastern Europe living under a "protosocialism" have not yet been liberated from the limitations of class society, and
that the residual class boundaries differ from those delineated in traditional
Marxist ideology. Once the bourgeoisie has been liquidated, the regimes can
explain the continued relations of domination only by falling back on the concept of "the ideological residues of capitalism." The political superstructure of
the socialist nations has retained the division of labor and the rule of intellectual forces over the toiling forces. Because of the actual property relations (state
ownership) in these societies, workers under socialism stand in the same relation to the means of production as do workers under capitalism.
It is not just a metaphor to compare their position with that of
rank-and-file soldiers in various divisions who are equally subordinated to the impenetrable functioning of the pyramid of rank
•..The individual can in no way think of having direct dealings
with the state. The furthest he can reach is merely "the humblest
gate-keeper of the law" as Kafka expressed it. (p. 170)
Under the conditions created and characterized by the survival of the vertical
division of labor, the plan, which is the optimal economic instrument under
socialism, cannot function scientifically. Rather, a series of bureaucratically
generated priorities and preferences are programmed into the plan at its inception, which creates a distortion in the plan's direction and intent when viewed
from below by the masses. Not economic necessity but "bureaucratic formalism" demands that the plan be fulfilled at any cost; it becomes an end in itself,
directed toward fulfilling the needs, no longer of society, but of bureaucracy.
These characteristics are inconsistent with the goals of communism, and constitute the source of continued relations of domination and repression.
Turning his attention to the stratification of "classes" within these societies,
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Bahro designates the stratum composed of engineers and specialists as the
privileged among the working class. These individuals are privileged in that
they may transfer in or out of the managerial ranks with relative ease. Because
of their existence, however, the structure of industry has been fundamentally
transformed such that the lower managerial functions are now lodged within
the productive process itself; the border between administrative and productive
spheres has been eroded. The engineers and specialists represent a further fraction of the division of labor located not in the managerial, but in the productive sphere.
Thus, the human forces at the production level are becoming more and more
intellectualized as this process continues, spurred by the technological revolution.
Today, more than ever, there exists at all levels, in part already
actual, in part still potential, a surplus of human expertise, which
under the existing relations of production is neither required or
made use of, but experiences rather a permanent pressure for its
reduction . . (p. 176)
Despite the demands of modern production (increased expertise and intellectual abilities), the division of labor ensures that individuals remain limited to a
single compartmentalized task, which in no way makes use of the surplus intellectual capacity available. These tasks, which stunt and repress the individual's
creative and intellectual potential, imply a corresponding inability to "appropriate culture" (a leitmotif which Bahro uses to describe the ability to participate in all aspects of society, including its rule and intellectual life).
The very concept of a working class, according to Bahro, no longer holds any
meaning in the context of relations as manifested in these societies. They are
characterized no longer by horizontal class divisions, but by the equality and
defenseless condition of all in relation to another element - the bureaucratic
state. The working forces have no other "organization than that by which it is
dominated." They are bound in a relationship with the capitalist (the state)
without benefit of advocate or spokesman, because the trade unions which
should fulfill this role act instead as coercive instruments of the state machinery. Having no definable "class interests," the individual worker is "automatically atomized vis-i-vis the regime."
The Party, which was conceived to be the dictator of industrial and social
transformation, is instead "deeply trapped in this omnipresent spider's web by
its own apparatus. . ."; it duplicates the state bureaucracy with its own. As a
result of the party's need for a base of legitimacy and the adoption of orthodox
Marxism-Leninism for this purpose, it produces "false consciousness" on a
massive scale which rebounds to distort both the bureaucracy's perception of
society, and its own decision-making process. (p. 247) Bahro's assessment of
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the effect of ideology upon the regime's policy formulation is even more
scathing than that of most Western commentators.
Bahro argues that Marx's conception of the Party neglects the fact that
through its very composition, the pernicious division of labor would be
perpetuated. Marx and his disciples, as intellectuals, constructed an ideal image
of the worker and projected a dictatorship of the proletariat. Yet, because of its
very subaltern nature, "the proletariat cannot be a ruling class."
The workers - individual exceptions apart - were never Marxist
in the strict sense. Marxism is a theory based on the existence of a
working class, but it is not the theory of the working class. It was
always leftist intellectuals who found themselves in a position to
understand Marxism as a whole. (p. 197)
This assertion represents probably the single most significant and controversial
aspect of Bahro's critique - the recognition that the creative impulse toward
Marxist revolution and transformation originates within the intellectual
stratum.24
In answer to Rosa Luxemburg, Trotsky, and Kautsky, Bahro throws the concept of "mass initiative" onto the scrapheap of history. Citing Freud in support
of his observations, Bahro asserts that it is folly to expect an oppressed class of
immediate producers to possess the attributes required of a ruling class. He
concludes that in reality, Marx's vision of a society by and for the formerly oppressed, the workers, "can only be realized in a process of post-revolutionary
transformation" that will require generations. In actually existing socialism,
this process was never initiated, and so the Party-state bureaucracy continues to
rule.
The working forces coexist in an ironic and inverse relationship with the
Party-state bureaucracy, for any increase in their productive activity merely
creates a corresponding increase in the bureaucracy's power of disposal and control; the workers have thus merely increased their impotence in relation to it.
Nor can the worker utilize the Party as an instrument for the satisfaction of his
own needs. Thus, the workers
can only abandon the attempt to use this instrument, and this is
indeed what they do; they switch off before the official prayer
wheel has rattled out its first sentence. (p. 248)
Just as the trade union fails to represent the interests of the worker in socialism,
so too does the Party. Consequently, the masses find themselves subjected even
24. It must be added that Bahro is rather ambiguous in his use of the term, "intellectual." Often
he employs the term to refer to ideologists exclusively, at other times it includes the technocratic stratum (engineers and specialists), while there are other passages in which it must be interpreted as including nearly all of society.
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more than under capitalism to naked repression and exploitation, a situation
antithetical to the classical vision of the socialist economy.
The only changes effected in the nature of work relations under actually existing socialism are negative ones: the workers lack representation of their interests, and both efficiency and discipline in production are lower than under
modern capitalism. Wages continue to be paid in the form of money for commodity production under the division of labor. Instead of reward "to each according to his work," workers are remunerated in accordance with gradations of
skill. Labor and materials are scarce under socialism (by Marxist definition) and
hence must be rationed, but no economic mechanism exists for assuring the
agreement of supply and demand. The plan, which should play this role, cannot, because of the aforementioned unscientific bureaucratic direction; commonly, the plan demands more than this deeply flawed production structure is
capable of producing. Finally, the effort to ensure or improve one's position
within the Party or state hierarchy takes precedence over economic rationality;
hence the dysfunctional and chaotic nature of the bloc economies.
In his critique of actually existing socialism, Bahro confirms much of what
has been written in the West concerning the nature of the East European
economies and political structures. Despite the use of a generally Marxist terminology and conceptual framework, Bahro arrives at an exceptionally unbiased portrait of these societies, and confirms the extent of his independence
from dogmatic theory. He in fact demonstrates that Marxist analysis may still
be employed in a relatively creative manner, and not as a mere device for justifying inequities and injustices. This said, it must be added that because of his
emphasis on economic relations, Bahro neglects to discuss such aspects of
modern socialism as cultural life and policy, foreign relations, and even agriculture. 2' The value of his critique remains, however, and serves as the basis for
the final section, representing everything to be transcended through "the alternative. "
Bakro's Vision Of An Alternative Communism
Bahro's vision, his communist alternative, represents a sincere effort to
answer some of the questions and identify the linkages which Marx left unanswered or ambiguous. Following the revolution, how does society move from
socialism to communism? What characterizes the transformation, and what are
the characteristics of communism itself? Bahro is most successful in answering
the first part of the question, and must ultimately leave the formulation of
25. In stark contrast to his depiction of the repressive nature of socialist industry, Bahro believes
that agricultural collectivization represeots a progressive development, but fails to examine the
repressive and inefficient features of agriculture throughout the bloc.
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communism to the future. But he possesses humility enough to admit that this
final portion of his work "will be the least secure and most inadequate..." (p.
251)
Bahro aims at general emancipation, a state in which every individual may
appropriate or enjoy the materials and conditions necessary for optimal development. What he intends in this rather ambiguous language is another attempt at "Communism with a human face" in the tradition of Lukacs and the
Czech reforms of 1968. The operative assumption is that communism remains
incomplete unless all individuals are able to participate at the highest level in
society (to rule and create). This entails realizing "emancipatory interests"
oriented toward personal growth and individuality rather than "compensatory
interests" (possession, consumption, seeking power). The cultural, intellectual
and creative activities and functions which are, at present, open only to the elite
must be universalized, transformed into the active concern of the entire
populace, much as in the ideal of the Greek polis. Bahro argues that overcoming the vertical division of labor will create a corresponding revolution in the
structure of human needs, and facilitate the achievement of these goals.
Positing the existence of "surplus consciousness," (the "mental capacity no
longer absorbed by the immediate necessities and dangers of human
existence"), Bahro calls for its accelerated overproduction, "so as to put the
whole historical past 'on its head,' and make the Idea into the decisive material
force." (p. 257) In demanding the predominance of the idea over the material
base as the progressive force of history, he has essentially rejected the Marxist
tenet of historical materialism. While it seems superficially similar, the perspective is not Hegelian, in that it is not the World Spirit realizing itself, but rather
mankind realizing itself through a "cultural revolution" which will transform
all relationships within society. The forces for the initiation and direction of
this cultural revolution will originate not in the proletariat alone, but in all
social strata.
Bahro first outlines the specific areas in which the cultural revolution must
intervene against the causes of subalterniry. Among the required changes are a
redivision of labor such that each person performs an equal share, access to
education at the university level for all, a restructured childhood environment
which "fosters and promotes the capacity and readiness for development," the
6
establishment of conditions conducive to the growth of communal life,2 and
the socialization of access to information and decision-making processes. Having indicated the intermediate goals which the cultural revolution must pursue,
Bahro subsequently examines the potential for such a transformation, in order
to demonstrate that his vision is more than illusion.
26. Here he stresses the importance of small, autonomous groups for the development of inter-

personal communication, and particularly envisions problem-solving groups organized within
factories.
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He relies primarily on an analysis of the events of 1968 in Czechoslovakia to
reveal the forces of opposition latent in actually existing socialism. Bahro feels
that the attempt at liberalism in Czechoslovakia must serve as a model, with
the neutralization of internal military and security organs as its most important
characteristic. The model failed in 1968 because the democratic demands were
not sufficiently far-reaching, and because the Soviet Union and the bloc
regimes (especially the SED) succeeded in poisoning the atmosphere, creating
the conditions which made the occupation possible.
It is and remains the greatest political crime of the Soviet leadership since the Second World War to have deprived the peoples of
Eastern Europe, including its own country, and the whole of progressive humanity as well, of the irreplaceable experiences that
would have been gained from the success of the Czechoslovak experiment. (p. 305)
Drawing on the lessons of the Prague Spring, Bahro concludes that the
cultural revolution's proper "battlefield" will be the intellectual life of the
society, and designates the intelligentsia (particularly ideologists) as the locus of
the potential for reform. Bahro feels logically compelled to ask whether
anything will come of a revolution led by the intellectual stratum, beyond a
new distribution of power in its favor. But his quest for a convincing assurance
remains unfruitful.
Bahro is also compelled to consider the broader implications, i.e., the potential for future Soviet intervention to crush revolutionary movements in Eastern
Europe. In addressing this question Bahro states that:
The Soviet leadership would find a repetition of its 1968 decision
considerably more difficult and it mIght be ready this time to pay a
fundamentally higher price not to be confronted with such an alternative. Even though the trauma of 1968 still has its psychological
effects, the other countries under Soviet domination today have a
greater room for maneuver in domestic policy. (p. 332)
While this increased "room for maneuver" may exist, it is surely limited to
developments which do not undercut the legitimacy of the present regimes.
There is little doubt that the Soviet leadership still considers the so-called
"Brezhnev doctrine" applicable. While the Soviet political system was imposed upon the peoples of Eastern Europe, Bahro feels that initially this system
played a progressive role in industrializing the region and transforming its
societies, although less so in the most Western of the nations - Germany and
Czechoslovakia. Today, however, its dominant role within the bloc is a restrictive one. Thus, Bahro explicitly joins the camp of those who demand the opportunity for divergent, national roads to communism, and in fact he extends
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the demand further into uncharted territory. He implies that the Soviet
hegemony over Eastern Europe must not only be broken, but the peoples of
Eastern Europe must in turn begin to exert an influence on the Soviet Union
through the example of the cultural revolution.
Bahro must finally admit that the latent bloc of opposition is more a psychological than political reality, but he cites the development of opposition
organizations with cross-national connections as reason to believe that the
balance is shifting.27 It must be recognized, however, that Bahro's analysis of
events in Eastern Europe has been least successful in providing evidence of
these latent opposition forces. Groups such as the Committee for Social SelfDefense (KOR) in Poland and "Charta 77" in Czechoslovakia are significant in
their own right, and illustrate the widespread dissatisfaction of these peoples,
but they tell us little about the potential for substantial transformation which
Bahro advocates. Tacit in his analysis, nevertheless, is the assumption that the
Czechoslovak reforms failed partly because of their confinement to one country. Thus, Bahro concludes that the cultural revolution requires the creation of
a new, multinational party, for which he proposes the appellation League of
Communists.
Bahro envisions the formation of one party rather than a plurality of parties
because he feels that the differentiation of interests required for party plurality
no longer exists in Eastern European society. Of course, countering Bahro, one
could posit the existence of non-economic interests which provide ample scope
for plurality, including regional and religious interests. Also Bahro does not
aim at the revival of a social-democratic party which, by definition, assumes an
alliance with a bourgeoisie which is no longer extant in the bloc. Within this
single opposition party, however, both plurality and diversity must prevail,
reflecting the "collective individual" rather than merely the interests of an
elite. Once the League has attained primacy, it must never forget its designated
role as that element of the superstructure which acts to modify the base, to implement the cultural revolution.
The League must avoid strict proletarian discipline, allowing every communist the right to withdraw, or to continue participating regardless of the fact
that his views are not those of the majority. Bahro further affirms the role of the
individual: "It remains the historical right of the individual communist to
make his own personal choice and exert his own influence on the direction of
events - a possibility that he does not possess as of now." (p. 250) In a subtle
manner he has effectively rejected the basic Marxist concept of dialectical
materialism, according to which individual actors have no say in the shaping of
history.
27. In the G.D.R. considerably less activity of this type has taken place, although Bahro perceives a
change in the latest generations, whose communist idealism remains untouched by the effects
of war.
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Having established the nature of the League, Bahro goes on to designate
those tasks which the party must carry out. For Bahro, the debates that flourished during the New Economic System for Planning and Management of the
Economy (NOSPL)28 aimed not at transforming the fundamental relations of
production, but instead represented a mere inter-bureaucratic "tug-of-war."
Therefore he goes beyond the NOSPL measures by recommending four immediate economic abolitions which the League of Communists must institute,
stressing the significance of each as a means to demonstrate the honesty and
selflessness of the revolutionary leadership.
The first of these measures entails the elimination of bureaucratic corruption, the reduction of managerial wages, the abolition of all cultural, medical,
and other establishments maintained for the elite alone, and the abolition of
all state orders and decorations. Second, the institutions of "piecework" and
"work norms" must be eradicated from industry; indicative figures
for average
labor per unit of output would remain, but without being linked to the level of
wages. Third, all members of the managerial and intellectual strata must participate in shop floor labor, thus narrowing the rift between manual and intellectual work. Fourth, a systematic revision of wage scales must be undertaken
providing additional monetary compensation for heavy, monotonous, or night
work, and adjustment for family members not employed or supported by some
institution.
Inherent in these measures is the assumption that a reduction of material
desires would "put a brake on the growth of material needs in general, which is
primarily driven forward by the social inequality of powers of appropriation."
(p. 402) Bahro is convinced that, if the growth of material needs could be
stemmed, the structure of societal needs and consumption could be modified
toward the consumption of cultural goods which appeal to emancipatory interests, rather than material goods. But Bahro's suggestion that in a restructured society the level of material needs would be substantially reduced relies
more on veiled faith in a Marxist tenet than on demonstrable fact. This weak
point in the argument is crucial, for "the alternative" rests on the assumption
that the additional resources (largely labor) required for societal transformation
will be obtained through a reduction in the level of material goods that is
perceived to be necessary.

28. In 1963 the G.D.R. became the first bloc nation to institute a series of economic reforms under
the heading of the "Neuen Okonomischen System der Planung und Leitung der Volkswirtschaft" or NOSPL. Reform in the G.D.R. aimed, for the most part, at decentralization: the
granting of relative autonomy of decision-making at the level of the firm. To accomplish this,
the number of norms and guiding indicators were reduced, and an attempt was made at
rationalization of the price structure. For the latest discussion of NOSPL, see Gert Leptin and
Manfred Melzer, Economic Reform in East German Industy, (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1979).
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Moving beyond the immediate economic abolitions, Bahro lists specific
measures aimed at eradicating the oppressive nature of production in actually
existing socialism. He demands the "shortening of psychologically unproductive labor-time within necessary labor-time" (p. 414); not less time spent in
labor, but less time devoted to stultifying labor. This entails the establishment
of a "new economy of time" based on the requirements of the individual
rather than those of the plan. Accounting for the "new economy of time"
would necessitate a move from price-based mechanisms of evaluation toward
labor-time evaluation, from monetary value to time equivalents. To the
Western observer, calculating time equivalents for a myriad of goods could only
lead to chaos, as economists in the centrally-planned economies would certainly
have to rely on aggregates, even more than at present, in determining value.
Not only must the relations of production be transformed, as traditional
Marxist theory demands, but the mode of production as well. Bahro questions
the rationality of the very industrial base which Marxist doctrine views as a precondition for the construction of socialism. In order to lend a harmonious character to modern industrial production, the concept of progress itself must be
radically reinterpreted so that it is oriented toward quality instead of quantity.
Here Bahro lays down specific guidelines for production, based on product
functionality and durability, recycling of waste materials, etc. With these dicta,
he argues that the cultural revolution must aim at the reconciliation of human
culture with nature, and industrial production with consumption.29
Finally, Bahro addresses the question of how each member of society can
realistically participate in the decision-making processes that relate to production. He has clearly adopted the Yugoslav experience as a partial model. He
posits self-management as the key, but adds that in the highly developed
societies of Eastern Europe, integration of the productive processes must take
place at the national rather than communal or enterprise level. The objective is
a balance between regulation from above and relative autonomy of the "basic
units of combined labour and social life . . ." The communal level organization would constitute an intermediate body of planning and direction through
which central controls pass downward. Each factory would be divided into
smaller associated collectives, and enterprise autonomy would be guaranteed by
restricting the information provided to the central planners to levels of inputs
and outputs. What Bahro seeks is a realization of the principle of free association of individuals at the enterprise level, and of communes at the national
abil29. He recognizes that the adoption of such measures could signal the end of the economy's
But
ity to strive for "technological leadership," and ultimately affect the military balance.
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problem. As elsewhere, Bahro demonstrates a naive and relatively orthodox understanding of
the dilemmas of international security, especially with regard to central Europe, which cannot
be banished simply by eliminating warheads.
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level, which provides the necessary social organization, but at the same time
guarantees the individual's freedom.3O
Bahro's cultural revolution, although its exact nature and boundaries are unclear, mirrors the spirit of Mao Tse-tung's own "Cultural Revolution" of 1966
and the "Hundred Flowers Campaign" of 1957. But to mention this hardly exhausts the sources of his inspiration; he also draws on recent thought in the
fields of ecology, psychology, feminist studies, industrial organization, international affairs (especially theories of interdependency and the North-South
disjunction), and most conspicuously, that strain of Marxist scholarship which
emphasizes man's continued alienation under socialism. Most would agree that
the majority of Bahro's goals, viewed independently of the context, are noble
indeed, but as indicated above, serious questions remain about the potential
for realizing so complete a transformation. In addition, Bahro discusses the
economic base of his new society in detail, but neglects to consider its cultural
life, agricultural system, or national identity. Caught between advocacy of national communism and the internationalization of the struggle against capitalism, imperialism and actually existing socialism, Bahro is ambiguous as to
whether sovereign states would remain, and for how long.
Bahro is aware of the inadequacy of his treatment in this final section, and
probably considers it not so much a practical blueprint for social transformation
as the means to initiate a wide-ranging and controversial theoretical discussion;
in fact, to initiate the cultural revolution which will clarify these issues as it
develops. There is no doubt, however, that Bahro views socialism in much the
same way that Zarathustra portrays himself: " 'Indeed, I am a forest and a
night of dark trees: But he who is not afraid of my darkness will also find rose
slopes under my cypresses.' "31
CONCLUSION AND SuRVEy OF

THE HISTORICAL CONTXr

In his rejection of historical and dialectical materialism, his sincere attempt
to demonstrate the linkage between base (the "Asiatic mode") and resulting
superstructure (the Soviet system), his reinstitution of the Idea as the moving
force in history and society, and his objective critique of socialist society, Bahro
has significantly narrowed the rift between theory and praxis, and breathed
fresh life into Marxism-Leninism. Within the confines of that ideology, he has

30. A further aspect of Bahro's vision of communal life entails a revolution in the structure of
familial relationships, liberating the position of women and children and ending patriarchical
domination. He envisages an extended family no longer limited to exclusively monogamous
sexual relations, in which housework and child care would also be socialized. These proposals
are not, however, examined in depth.
31. Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, The PortableNietzsche, edited and translated by Walter Kaufmann (Middlesex: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1968), p. 220.

THE FLETCHER FORUM

WINTER 1980

presented the most sophisticated analysis to emerge from the bloc since the
1950s (despite his critique of the capitalist West which remains disappointingly
orthodox). Bahro's alternative, however, constitutes a potpourri of the traditional Marxist utopia and what could best be described as a 1960s counterculture utopia. While the goal, human emancipation, is admirable, the
linkages between the present state and the ideal are fragile, and we must question whether the proposed measures would in actuality work to achieve that
ideal.
The Alternative takes its place in a succession of "revisionist" Marxist critiques, all of which share the discovery of.alienated man under socialism as a
common denominator.32 The term "revisionist" was first applied to the
thought of Eduard Bernstein, but since World War II there has been a series of
events which have fostered the growth of "revisionist" or innovative theory in
Eastern Europe. Among these events are the breaking away of Yugoslavia in
1948, the publication of the early writings of Marx, the 1953 East German uprising, the 1956 Polish and Hungarian uprisings, the introduction of existentialist thought to Eastern Europe circa 1956, the Twentieth Party Congress of
the CPSU, the 1963 Kafka Convention, the Prague Spring, the signing of the
Final Act of the Helsinki Accords, and the East Berlin Communist Parry Conference. Each of these events, to a greater or lesser extent, created an atmosphere in which theory no longer seemed to bear a direct relationship to praxis.
Marxist intellectuals reacted by attempting to come to grips with the contradictions, to create a new unity of theory and praxis.
Doctrinal heresy on the part of individual Marxist theoreticians has a long
history in Germany itself. The left-wing intellectuals of the Weimar period
carried on a lively debate among themselves and with the Communist Party of
Germany (KPD) over Marxist theory. But following the Second World War,
that stratum in the Soviet zone which might be labeled the "old intelligentsia"
emerged highly disillusioned and remained surprisingly obedient to the SED
regime. Few advanced theoretical innovations. As a result there was speculation
about an "inner-migration,"33 and of intellectuals "bought off" by the
regime; the same held true in the cultural sphere.
This changed abruptly in 1956 when a faction of G.D.R. intellectuals led by
Wolfgang Harich, who held a chair in Social Sciences in Berlin, and the philosopher Ernst Bloch, responded to the spirit of the Twentieth Party Congress of
the CPSU and an SED call for theoretical creativity. But when the winds of
32. See Daniel Bell, "The Debate on Alienation," in Leopold Labedz (ed.), Revisionism: Essays
on the History ofMarxist Ideas, (London: George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1962), p. 195. The
term "revisionist," of course, possesses both a pejorative connotation, and a definition as any
deviation from the orthodoxy ruling in a particular nation.
33. The term "inner-migration" refers to intellectuals turning away from publication and dissemination of their theoretical ideas and away from engaging the regime in dialogue.

CANFIELD: RUDOLF BAHRO

change shifted again with equal abruptness these "revisionists" were caught
unprepared; Harich was sentenced to ten years imprisonment and Bloch was expelled from the SED.
34
lack the
Harich's concepts, as expressed in his so-called "Testament,"
depth and coherence of The Alternative, and in recent years he has limited his
focus to environmental issues. 35 Unlike Bahro, Harich never questioned the
validity of Marx's analysis, but sought to reform the G.D.R. from within, to
liberate Marxism "from Stalinism and dogmatism and restore its basis of
humanist, non-dogmatic thought." 36 His platform was intended as a German
road to socialism aimed largely at the restoration of democracy, citizens' rights,
and eventually a reunified Germany. He demanded that the party which was
willing and able to realize these goals receive open support, whether it be an
SED cleansed of Stalinism or the SPD.
More recently, Robert Havemann, who had been a long-standing member of
the SED and a professor of Physical Chemistry at Humboldt University,
emerged as the most visible critic of socialism as practiced in the G.D.R.37 After
months of house arrest he was sentenced on 20 June 1979 for "currency violations" (another instrument which the SED has recently employed in an attempt to quiet dissidents). Havemann too, in a more sophisticated manner,
calls for open opposition to the regime's deformed variety of socialism. The
"cult of personality" (Stalin's rule) was not the reason for the exploitative
social structure but the result of the "specific inner structure" itself. The problem is not the rule of a new managerial-bureaucratic class, but the centraliza'3
tion of all power: "Freedom is the sickness of which Stalinism will die." 1 A
democratization of the entire society must take place; without it, socialism will
never be realized.
A critique strikingly similar to Bahro's which appeared two years before his is
Peter Lfibbe's Der staatliche etablierte Sozialismus (The State-Established
Socialism).39 LfIbbe maintains that the socialist revolution is incomplete and
has become mired in state-established socialism. The state exploits the individual; through its bureaucracy it develops into a state monopoly ruling a
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consumption economy. Liibbe also stresses that the contradictions today exist
not only between socialism and capitalism, but between socialism and the underdeveloped Third World as well. He calls for a cultural revolution under "the
flag of socialist humanism" on an international scale, directed against both
capitalism and state socialism. Unlike Bahro, however, Liibbe feels that the
proletariat rather than the intellectual class must lead the revolution.
The works of both Bahro and Liibbe represent a reaction principally to the
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Their critiques, which concur on so many
issues, demonstrate that the events in Czechoslovakia have had a profound
catalytic effect on at least one generation within the G.D.R. They reflect segments of a society engaged in intense self-examination. From Biermann's portrayal ("The DDR/is encoffined within the walls/It's truly not the Paradise/of
the workers and farmers . . ."40) to Volker Braun's symbolic world, in which
East Germany is depicted as a society divided against itself, peopled by individuals whose personalities are alienated from their social beings, 41 the
literature of the DDR has for some time played an active role in this selfexamination. The Alternative represents a significant political, economic and
philosophic contribution.
These manifestations demonstrate that the contradictions inherent in the
G.D.R. cannot be glossed over with a shellac of technological success. Standards of living are still higher in its counterpart, the Federal Republic; the West
German mark has established itself as a second currency (indeed, the only currency when citizens wish to shop in the import stores). Soviet troops are still
ghettoed throughout the country, in a force of approximately 350,000,42 and
even the "miracle" economy itself has begun to slow, not because of the
energy crisis alone, but because of widespread disruptions, inefficiency and
theft. Bahro's book confirms these contradictions, while his opposition is
directed against the general malaise which prevails among the populace of the
G.D.R.
"There is the isle of tombs, the silent isle; there too are the
tombs of my youth. There I wish to carry an evergreen wreath of
43
life." Resolving this in my heart, I crossed the sea.
Rudolf Bahro has crossed the sea of "inner-migration" to confront the tombs
of the socialist ideal. It is still too early to tell whether his "wreath," The Alternative, will elicit a new period of Marxist creativity and debate within the
G.D.R., or be forgotten now that he has left-East Germany.
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