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‘[A]t no time since 1917 has anti-communism failed to occupy a major, even a central, place in the politics and policies of the capitalist world.’







—Ralph Miliband and Marcel Liebman
‘Perhaps the truth is that real leftism today can only be anti-Communist.’


—Arthur Koestler
‘Anti-anticommunism—the wish to avoid giving aid and comfort to cold warriors before 1989, and End-of-History triumphalists since—has crippled political thinking in the Labor and Social Democratic movements for decades; in some circles it still does.’

—Tony Judt
Some two decades after the fall of the Soviet Union, this special issue reflects on the literary and cultural aspects of one of the twentieth century’s most influential and under-theorised political orientations. Anti-Communism is difficult to conceptualise because it brings together a diverse grouping of writers and thinkers who in many cases seem to have little else in common. Taken together, the contributions to this special issue argue that we should not attempt to locate anti-Communism on a left-right spectrum as it has inspired anarchists, social democrats, free-market fundamentalists and fascists in equal measure. The question of whether anti-Communism constitutes a coherent ‘ideology’ is muddied by the fact that it frequently advertised itself as the alternative not simply to Communist ideology but to ideology in general. Anti-Communists often shared an attitude analysed by Raymond Williams, insisting that ‘[s]ensible people rely on experience, or have a philosophy; silly people rely on ideology.’
 But perhaps this self-conscious rhetoric of de-politicisation is the very thing that ensured anti-Communism’s success as an ideology and that helps to explain its portability across diverse national contexts and its adaptability to a wide range of political and cultural concerns. 
The relation of anti-Communism to literary and artistic culture was equally complex. As the essays in this special issue demonstrate, anti-Communist aesthetics are highly various. Anti-Communist writers and artists have responded to Marxist abstraction with an insistence on the particular and the concrete; they have defensively retrenched in conservative aesthetic categories out of a hostility to the early Soviet avant-gardes; they have reacted against socialist realism in turning to various forms of modernism. At times this very plurality of styles and aesthetic approaches is embraced in order to ostentatiously produce a contrast with the perceived monologism of Communist culture. Anti-Communism is in many respects Communism’s twin: Anti-Communism is both protean and genuinely international in its geographical spread yet also often parochial and unrelenting in its dogmatic excesses. Previous critics have often discussed anti-Communism as though it were the result of a paranoid delusion—an ideology whose ‘excesses’ were often ‘inversely correlated to the degree of the Communist threat’.
 By contrast, the contributors to this special issue draw attention to the creative and artistic potential of anti-Communism, to its ability to influence literary agendas both at a thematic and at a formal level.

The contributors to this special issue ask in what sense, given its apparent lack of unity either in terms of its politics or its aesthetics, anti-Communism can be thought of as a meaningful ideological and artistic label. Any concept when put under enough pressure reveals fissures and inconsistencies but in the political sphere, socialism, conservatism, liberalism and Communism arguably have more coherency, both in terms of their synchronic structures and in their diachronic development. Similarly, in the sphere of artistic culture, one can list a variety of concepts—baroque, impressionism, imagism, to name three at random—which embody both a historically identifiable movement and a set of recognisable formal tropes. These problems of apparent incoherency have been a bar to any thoroughgoing theoretical exposition of anti-Communism as a cultural concept. And there is also the problem that—while Stalinism and Maoism, the paradigmatic forms that Communism took in the twentieth century, are roundly and rightly condemned by (almost) all—anti-Communism is frequently seen as an unappealing alternative. Unlike Communism or socialism, anti-Communism appears to possess whatever unity it has simply by virtue of being a negative, a second-order ideology that is reactionary in the full political meaning of that term. However, to insist, in the words of Czesław Miłosz, that anti-Communism is ‘purely negative’—a reactionary response to the ‘New Faith’ of Communism which ultimately failed to offer up a genuine political alternative to the doctrinal rigidities of actually existing, Soviet-style socialism—is liable to miss anti-Communism’s ability to insinuate itself into a wide range of cultural discourses and literary practices.
 The contributions to this special issue of Literature and History show that while anti-Communism could become a mental trap, it did not simply enforce conformism with a pre-existing set of political doctrines. Anti-Communism is perhaps best seen as a form of political thought that required as its ideological supplement any number of historically grown systems of belief, such as fascism, liberalism, conservatism or socialism.

Anti-Communism’s malleability as a political orientation meant that it could perform a number of cultural and artistic functions less easily fulfilled by other and supposedly more coherent, ideological formations. For example, as Marina MacKay points out in her contribution to this issue, anti-Communist rhetoric was capable of articulating the pressures and paradoxes experienced by a democracy at war, as well as of registering the anxieties triggered by the establishment of the postwar welfare state. In a related vein, Ben Harker observes that the British response to the ‘Soviet literary controversy’—a literary row that was triggered by the Soviet CP’s decision to ban two literary periodicals and that played a key role in the emergence of anti-Communism in Britain—acted in part as a proxy debate that was ‘as much about the direction of social and cultural life in Attlee’s Britain as about Soviet matters’. Anti-Communism’s essentially reactionary character should thus not be seen to consist in a closed set of ideological positions which simply called for a retreat to an earlier political and social status quo. It should rather be understood as a particular form or mode of political discourse that was keenly attuned to even the slightest fluctuations in literature’s social and political environment. More specifically, it might be said that anti-Communism functioned as a kind of a political reaction formation that exaggerated the actual strength of Communism in order to drive home the urgency of concerted action by those who were defending the democratic societies of what came to be called the Western ‘Free World’.

The amplified rhetoric to be found in much anti-Communist discourse distorted the actual proportion of the historical threat of Communism. However, the essays in this Literature and History special issue also show that anti-Communism came to act as a seismograph for collective hopes and anxieties that would otherwise have remained inarticulate. The status of anti-Communist discourse as a conduit for half-conscious wishes and fears is partly reflected in the genre properties of the literary works discussed in these pages. As Tyrus Miller points out, E. E. Cummings’s idiosyncratic modernist work Eimi (1933) should not be understood as a hostile representation of Soviet reality but rather as an expression of the disquiet which Cummings felt, at the time of Eimi’s publication, over anti-Communism’s uncanny absence. MacKay similarly notes that the anxieties that were linked to the wartime emergence of the welfare state were reflected in overtly fantastical fictions about totalitarian left-wing states, ranging from Rex Warner’s The Aerodrome to C. S. Lewis’s That Hideous Strength. In both cases, anti-Communism inhabits a realm of fantasy that allows Warner, Lewis and Cummings to reflect concerns over the present and future state of (British and US) society. Partly because of its potent appeal to the anxieties triggered by the vision of an unfree society, anti-Communism was able to make a significant impact on cultural debates and artistic practices. Anti-Communism’s influence has even extended to the period labels—and to the critical methods—which literary scholars habitually invoke when they talk about twentieth-century literature. Its influence is clearly observable in the depoliticising critical procedures of the New Criticism, which maintained that literature cannot be harnessed to political causes. But it also makes itself felt in the implausibly tidy divisions that are often held to separate the ‘1920s’ from the ‘1930s’ and the literature of the early 1940s from the emerging Cold War constellation after 1945. The contributions to this special issue query conventional periodisations by drawing attention to the literary-historical contact zones that produced the politicised modernism of Eimi, the state fantasies of Warner and Lewi and the post- (rather than anti-) Communism of John Sommerfield’s 1977 novel The Imprinted (analysed in Nick Hubble’s contribution).

This special issue of Literature and History suggests that while anti-Communism can be regarded as coherent, it is not a movement like impressionism or a political philosophy like liberalism. Instead, we see it as a variegated cultural and political terrain that needs to be mapped. Instead of simply imposing constraints on literary production, anti-Communism opened up a new ‘literary space’ that created opportunities for a globalised cultural practice.
 The essays that follow focus on the British context as a way of foregrounding the historical and local specificity of the literary forms to which anti-Communism gave rise. However, if anti-Communists wished to consign Communism to the dustbin of history—a goal that seemed all but complete with the fall of the Soviet Union and its East-European satellites after 1989—the recent global revival of debates about socialism might mean that anti-Communism will also, for better or worse, continue to act as a resource for and as an influence on political discourse and artistic culture.

Tyrus Miller’s essay explores E.E. Cummings’s book Eimi, which was published in 1933 following Cummings’s 1931 trip to the Soviet Union. As Miller points shows, Eimi registers—and  condemns—the aspirations of Soviet ‘proletarian writing’ by overlaying a facetious Dantean allegory, Ulysses-like modernist stylisations and a travel-journal structure that is presented in the experimental syntax, spelling and typography of Cummings’ poetry. Directed both against the Russian masses Cummings observed in the Soviet Union and against the Western true believers and fellow travellers he met on his journey, Eimi is overtly anti-Communist in tone and content. On Miller’s reading, Eimi faces the contemporary reader with questions about the relation of anti-Communism to modernist style. The question that haunted Cummings was whether he should attempt to give binding lyric or epic form to the book’s heterogeneous materials—a problem which for Cummings was tantamount to asking the more general question, to what extent the expanded-extended lyric ‘I’ could be presented as an authentic counterpole to the oppressive Stalinist dreariness it described in such infernal terms. Miller concludes that Eimi should no longer be understood merely as an extended lyric of anti-Communism. Instead we should read it as Cummings’s dismayed voicing of an uncanny lack, of anti-Communism’s insufficiency and failure to emerge.

Moving on from Cummings’s highly idiosyncratic version of anti-Communism, Marina MacKay addresses a culturally resonant form of anti-Communist feeling in the British novel of the 1940s: fantastical fictions about totalitarian left-wing states. If the fear of the state revealed at the start of the decade is of a clearly authoritarian but politically slightly ambiguous takeover from within, as in Rex Warner’s Emergency-Powers-Era The Aerodrome (1941), very soon the threatening state is identified most visibly with a political turn to the totalitarian left. MacKay illustrates this shift by contrasting Warner’s novel, in which a deeply traditional English village is obliterated by the insidious technocracy of the air base it intended only temporarily to host, with C.S. Lewis’s That Hideous Strength (1945), in which the so-called ‘progressive element’ of an ancient university college actively abets the totalitarian new leftwing order that will destroy it. As MacKay demonstrates, in British literature such anti-Communist rhetoric became a way of articulating the paradoxes of a democracy at war and the fraught establishment of the post-war welfare state. In the anti-state fantasies discussed in MacKay’s article, war destroys the very democracy it purports to defend, thus revealing how Cold War conservatism began to take its distinctively dichotomising shape.

Building on substantial new archival research, Ben Harker shifts attention towards the Anglo-Russian context by exploring the so-called ‘Soviet literary controversy’. In 1948, the Soviet CP had publicly denounced two prominent literary periodicals. Harker shows that the episode provoked significant discussion across the British political spectrum. Focusing in particular on the non-aligned magazine Politics & Letters, Harker traces the young Raymond Williams’s responses to this euphemistically named ‘controversy’. The controversy was a significant but now forgotten moment in the making of post-war anti-Communism: it marked a tipping point between the Soviet-facing optimism of the late-war’s ‘cultural upsurge’—itself an expression of earlier Popular Front visions of cultural democratisation—and the polarisations of the Cold War. Though in the Soviet context the term ‘controversy’ implied a debate that never occurred—the only published statements were those of the Party and its organs—the episode provoked significant discussion across British intellectual life, where the debate was always as much about the direction of social and cultural life in postwar Britain as about Soviet matters. Looking ahead to the stalemated ideological positions of the 1950s and to the New Left, Harker shows that British responses to the controversy helped to fix the politico-cultural positions that proved decisive in the decade ahead.

Nick Hubble turns to literary anti-Communism to reflect on current critical practices. He asks how the legacy of 1930s Communism can be examined without simply dismissing the leftist anti-Communist arguments of George Orwell, Stephen Spender and others. Hubble explores representations of John Cornford’s participation and death in the Spanish Civil War, ranging from Orwell’s ‘My Country Right or Left’ (1940) to John Sommerfield’s novel The Imprinted (1977). Interrogating the kneejerk division of post-war ideology into Communist and anti-Communist camps, Hubble notes that Sommerfield’s novel challenges us to rethink the after-effects of Cornford´s death not as a linear progression but rather as a cluster of superimposed meanings between ‘Then, Now and Later on’. In this respect, Sommerfield provides a model for looking back at the broader legacy of the 1930s, which allows us to concentrate on its continued relevance to the future rather than get caught up by the temptation to adjudicate on the relative merits of the positions adopted by Communists such as himself and Cornford as opposed to contemporary critics of Communism such as Orwell and retrospective critics of Communism such as Spender.

Following the ideological thaw of the post-1989 period, it is now time for literary scholars to think beyond the various binaries imposed by Cold War anti-Communism: East versus West, reactionary versus progressive, oppression versus freedom, politics versus art. Many of these classifying habits have found their way into literary scholarship. Instead of treating anti-Communism as a reified category whose historical meanings are more or less fixed, this special issue reconstructs the cultural work performed by anti-Communism in the changing historical circumstances of the mid twentieth century. Needless to say, literary scholars today are not immune to the kinds of unhistorical thinking which were encouraged by anti-Communism. By calling for new research in this particularly fertile field of literary history, then, we hope that this Literature and History special issue also demonstrates that historicising modes of inquiry continue to be indispensable to the work of literary critique.
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