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1 
New Perspectives on the 

Study of Language and Power in 
the Short Twentieth Century 

WILLIBALD STEINMETZ 

For intellectuals who lived through all or part of the period which 
Eric Hobsbawm aptly called the 'Age of Extremes', or the 'Short 
Twentieth Century', 1 one of the most formative experiences was 
the realization that the political significance of certain vocabular-
ies and communicative practices could change rapidly. Words 
could wield political power, but at another moment even a 
whisper could endanger one's life. In the Age of Extremes this was 
a common experience, not limited to intellectuals, and so the 
essays in this volume are mostly about ordinary citizens, state 
functionaries, propagandists, and politicians who either initiated, 
or tried to make sense of, marked changes in the political uses of 
language. Intellectuals, however, unable to get along without 
words, had to be even more sensitive to shifts in their meaning. 
Hence intellectuals will figure prominently in this book and in the 
following introductory remarks. While reflecting on language in its 
relation to political power, intellectuals not only commented upon 
but actually intervened in situations of verbal political warfare, 
sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly or in hindsight. In any 
case, there is much to be said for the argument that the twentieth 
century saw a growing reflexivity in the theory and practice of 
contending with language politically. Literary and academic writ-
ings on political language were instrumental to this increasing 
reflexivity. They informed the linguistic performances of politi-
cians, propagandists, and citizens whose strategic uses oflanguage, 
in turn, contributed to a growing linguistic awareness among intel-
lectuals and the public at large. 

1 Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914-1991 (1994; repr. 
London, 1995). As in Hobsbawm's book, both expressions will be used interchangeably 
here. 
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There were other trends in the Short Twentieth Century which 
played a more profound role than they had in earlier periods and 
will therefore be addressed in this book. It is important to clarify, 
for instance, to what extent the successive mass media revolutions 
actually transformed the mechanisms of political communication 
and to what extent the overlapping of old and new mass media 
altered the spoken and written language itsel( Has politics really, 
as has been claimed, become divided into two almost separate 
spheres, a show business side dominated by the formats of mass 
media, and a secret backstage side where the important decisions 
are made?2 And if so, is this a phenomenon of the post-1945 
period only, supported above all by television, or is it typical of 
the entire twentieth century? This volume's focus on political lan-
guages, that is, various modes of using spoken, written, visual, cor-
poreal, or other signs in political communication, leads to a 
sceptical view of the alleged power of mass media to 'colonize' 
public politics and force 'real' decisions back into some arcane 
space. The essays in this book suggest that politics, rather than 
breaking into two separate spheres, is better understood as a con-
tinuum of verbal, visual, and other communicative performances 
by all kinds of political actors, ruling elites, media professionals, 
party organizations, and individual citizens.3 Within this contin-
uum of symbolic utterances it is by no means predetermined that 
language used in a face-to-face communication may not be suit-
able for use in the mass media, and vice versa. Also, the notion 
that political decisions can somehow be isolated from the contin-
uous flow of communication preparing them, lending words to 

2 The classical statement of this position is Murray Edelman, Politics as Symbolic Action: 
Mass Arousal and Quiescence (Chicago, 1971). Following this line of thought some authors 
argue that politics is 'colonized' by the media, especially television. See Thomas Meyer, 
Mediokratie: Die Kolonisierung der Politik durch das Mediensystem(Frankfurt, 2001). For a more 
differentiated view which stresses the ambivalent results of the 'interpenetration' between 
the media system and politics, see Werner Holly, 'Tabloidisation of Political Communi-
cation in the Public Sphere', in Ruth Wodak and Veronika Koller (eds.), Handbook of 
Communication in the Public Sphere (Berlin, 2008), 317-41, at 320. 

3 This conception of politics takes up ongoing German research on the history of the 
political as a communicative space; for this see Thomas Mergel, 'Oberiegungen zu einer 
Kulturgeschichte der Politik', Geschichte und Gesellschafl, 28 (2002), 574-606; Ute Frevert and 
Heinz-Gerhard Haupt (eds.), Neue Politikgeschichte: Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung 
(Frankfurt, 2005); Willibald Steinmetz, 'Neue Wege einer historischen Semantik des 
Politischen', in id. (ed.), 'Politik': Situationen eines Wortgebrauchs im Europa der Neuzeit (Frankfurt, 
2007), 9-40. Angelika Linke argues in a similar way from a linguistic perspective in her 
essay in the present volume. 
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them, symbolizing, legitimizing, and interpreting them seems to 
be questionable. Decisions are subject to articulation in language 
and, in order to be effective, must refer to modes of communicat-
ing and means of verbalization or visualization which are familiar, 
or at least understandable, to those who are supposed to execute 
or abide by these decisions. 

Another issue open to debate and central to the book's concerns 
is the relationship between public control of language use and the 
stability of political systems. At first sight, it seems obvious that the 
stability of twentieth-century political regimes-totalitarian or 
liberal, right or left-has depended to a considerable degree on 
their ability to set boundaries to what may be said for their citizens. 
Despite much evidence in favour of this notion, however, one could 
equally argue for the opposite view, namely, that strict policies to 
enforce certain usages of language resulted in ritualized forms of 
communication which, in the long run, impaired the regimes' 
capacity to learn and to handle crises. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union and its satellite states may in part be attributed to such a 
lack of communicative openness.4 Thus pronounced governmental 
attempts to police the boundaries of what may be said by citizens 
could, sometimes, result in instability rather than stability. Shifting 
our perspective from governments to individuals, we come across 
a similar dialectical movement. There is no doubt that even under 
the most repressive conditions in twentieth-century dictatorships, 
opportunities did exist for individuals to evade or subvert the lin-
guistic boundaries imposed upon them by censorship, the guide-
lines of ruling parties, or physical violence. On the other hand, 
when these dissenting individuals sought to evade the prescribed 
rules, they were forced time and again to resort to the very terms 
and concepts they abhorred. Hence their challenges to the domi-
nant modes of language use were often only partially successful. 
The Age of Extremes provides countless examples of struggles over 
what could be said and done between individuals and state or party 
officials. Several examples of such struggles will appear in this 
volume, which will help to identify patterns that were typical for 
the respective political regimes, periods, and situations. 

4 With regard to the GDR this argument has been put most forcefully by RalphJessen, 
'Diktatorische Herrschaft als kommunikative Praxis: Oberlegungen zum Zusammenhang 
von "Biirokratie" und Sprachnormierung in der DDR-Geschichte', in Alf Liidtke and 
Peter Becker ( eds.), Akten. Eingaben. Schaefenster. Die DDR und ihre Texte: Erkundungen zu
Herrschaftund Alltag (Berlin, 1997), 57-75.
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Even at the level of purely descriptive historical semantics, the 
twentieth century is still under-researched compared to earlier 
periods. So far, the field has been dominated by studies on the 
history of political ideas. This book, by contrast, presents case 
studies that are based on source materials ref erring to concrete 
political interactions. Thus a good many of the book's essays, for 
example, those on the depiction of enemies, on verbal and visual 
modes of inclusion and exclusion, and on elements of religious 
rhetoric, will substantiate the claim of contemporary intellectuals 
that mutually exclusive 'binary opposites', 5 and quests for 'entities, 
absolutes, finalities',6 were indeed typical elements of socio-polit-
ical discourse in the Age of Extremes. A second volume would be 
necessary, one that expanded its scope beyond the time limits of 
this one, in order to analyse how the binary rhetoric, so prevalent 
in the Age of Extremes, was supplanted by another rhetoric that 
for lack of a better label we provisionally term a rhetoric of differ-
ence. Attentive newspaper readers can easily find evidence for the 
idea that the aftermath of our period has been marked by wide-
spread demands for a 'multifarious politicization of difference'7 

and ever more intense, albeit increasingly paradoxical, struggles 
over the recognition of the 'other' in all kinds of social and polit-
ical relations.8 There is, however, a consecutive relationship 
between that new, 'postmodern' language of ubiquitous difference 
and the previous binary and exterminatory rhetoric of the Age of 
Extremes: many of those who now demand recognition as 'other' 
(different) do so precisely because they themselves, or their ances-
tors or communities, were stigmatized and victimized at some 
point during the Short Twentieth Century. On the other hand, 
the discursive strategies of the stigmatizers and victimizers from 

5 Hobsbawm, Age ofExtremes, 4. For further thoughts on the use of binary opposites in 
history see Reinhart Koselleck, 'The Historical-Political Semantics of Asymmetric 
Counterconcepts', in id., Futures Past· On the Semantics ofHistorical Time (Cambridge, Mass., 
1985), 159-g7. 

6 Jeffrey C. Isaac, 'Critics of Totalitarianism', in Terence Ball and Richard Bellamy 
(eds.), The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century Political Thought (Cambridge, 2003), 181-201, 
at 182, quoting Simone Weil, 'Words and War', Politics, 70 (1946). 

7 Peter Dews, 'Postmodernism: Pathologies of Modernity from Nietzsche to the Post-
Structuralists', in Ball and Bellamy (eds.), Twentieth-Century Political Thought, 343-67, at 359, 
quoting William E. Connolly, Identity/ Difference: Democratic Negotiations ofPolitical Paradox 
(Ithaca, NY, 1991), at 87. 

8 Dews, 'Postmodernism', at 359-60, referring to Judith Butler andJean Baudrillard. 
See also James Tully, 'Identity Politics', in Ball and Bellamy (eds.), Twentieth-Century Political 
Thought 517-33.
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the Age of Extremes are still capable of revival. This volume's 
final essay by Ruth Wodak on hardly concealed anti-Semitic lan-
guage in the 1990s gives disquieting examples of the re-enactment 
of linguistic patterns which one would prefer had disappeared. 

The present volume is unusual in juxtaposing studies of political 
languages in dictatorial and liberal regimes, Communist, National 
Socialist, and fascist variants of totalitarianism, and different kinds 
of democracies. So far, collective or single-authored works on our 
topic have largely remained within the boundaries of one ideo-
logical tradition or have sought to undertake comparisons 
between different totalitarian regimes or between different kinds 
of democracies.9 This volume's structure reflects our intention to 
test the hypothesis that, at a certain level of abstraction, compa-
rable patterns of political argument may be identified even across 
the divide between the democratic and dictatorial regimes in the 
Short Twentieth Century. Of course, this is not to say that the 
practical 'meanings', in Wittgenstein's sense, and moral results of 
similarly constructed arguments have not been widely different. 
Comparisons aim to establish differences as well as similarities. 
Democratic political institutions and constitutional guarantees for 
oppositional rights, free speech, and human dignity do, indeed, 
make a difference, even if authorities or groups in society are 
tempted to violate them. But, unless these constitutional rights are 
actively asserted, the differences may dwindle to nothing within a 
short time. 

Research on the above-mentioned issues has been fairly 
uneven. For some areas, and especially for the comparative 
dimension, there is not much to begin with. The time has not yet 
come for a work of synthesis on political languages in the Age of 
Extremes, and given the amount of linguistic competence such a 
project would require, it is doubtful whether one single author will 
ever be able to produce it. That is why the contributions to this 
collective volume represent attempts to explore the field. Though 
they can present no more than case studies based on evidence 
from one or two countries, each of them provides new insights on 

9 An exception is !gal Halfin (ed.), Language and Revolution: The Making ofModem Political 
Identities (London, 2002), which compares constructions of Soviet subjectivity, identity, and 
memories with the cases not only of Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, but also republican 
France and post-war West Germany. See also the collection by Kirill Postoutenko (ed.), 
Totalitarian Communication: Hierarchies, Codes and Messages (Bielefeld, 2010), which also contains 
comparative essays including democratic regimes. 
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one or several of the broad questions just outlined. Taken 
together, they allow for comparisons and bring us closer to for-
mulating general hypotheses. Whether it will be possible to define 
enough unifying features to render the 'Age of Extremes' a mean-
ingful temporal unit for the historical study of language and power 
may be the ultimate point on the list of unresolved questions. 

Despite our fragmentary knowledge so far, the volume can 
build on what earlier generations of twentieth-century intellectuals 
found out about political languages. These generations were in 
the advantageous, though sometimes uncomfortable, position of 
learning and feeling physically what it was like when sudden shifts 
and ruptures in the uses of words or modes of speech altered their 
individual lives. As a first step, then, it may be illuminating to 
follow a handful of exemplary European intellectuals-academics, 
novelists, playwrights-in their endeavours to advance our know-
ledge by recalling their personal experiences of language use in 
the Short Twentieth Century. 

Five Testimonies on Language and Power in the Age ofExtremes 

References to linguistic change are easy to find in autobiograph-
ical texts, book prefaces, and literary or academic works. Most of 
these references remain at the level of scattered remarks on the 
contested meanings of certain lexical items in particular situations. 
Some authors, however, made the analysis of entire vocabularies 
over long periods of time a major concern. A case in point is 
Raymond Williams (1921-88), one of the founders of cultural 
studies in post-war Britain. In the introduction to his book 
Keywords, he gives a lively account of how he came to develop 
casual observations on linguistic change into an object of extensive 
studies in historical semantics. 10 Williams begins by telling his 
readers that in 1945, when he returned to Cambridge University 
after being released from service in an artillery regiment, he 
encountered feelings of estrangement. Things somehow were no 
longer as they had been before he had had to leave Cambridge at 
the end of the 1930s. Soon he found that he shared these feelings 
with other academics who had just come from the war. Speaking 

10 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (2nd edn. London, 
1983), 11-15.
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to one of them, they both said, as he remembers, simultaneously: 
'the fact is, they just don't speak the same language.' 11 Williams 
then goes on to explain how, starting from this observation, he 
began to explore the shifting usages of one particular English 
word that interested him: 'culture'. He did so, he says, from a his-
torical as well as class-conscious and generation-conscious point 
of view, and he gradually extended his search to include ever 
larger clusters of words connected to 'culture': terms such as 'art' 
and 'industry', 'class' and 'democracy', 'the masses', 'society', and 
'community'. These enquiries resulted in his first major book, 
Culture and Society (1956), to which his later work Keywords, first pub-
lished in 1976, was originally conceived as an appendix. 12 

In the British academic community of the late 1950s and 1960s, 
when he completed most of the research for Keywords, a histori-
cal-semantic approach like that practised by Williams was excep-
tional. He had little material to rely on except the Oxford English 
Dictionary, which was weak on twentieth-century usages and disre-
garded spoken language, and whose tendency to favour 'ortho-
dox' meanings, especially for 'certain sensitive social and political 
terms', he found unhelpful. 13 Williams, by contrast, was interested 
in showing how contests over meaning were always 'embedded in 
actual relationships' and how both meanings and relationships 
varied in the 'processes of social and historical change'. 14 By the 
standards of his time this was a fairly advanced approach, though 
in the practice of his lexical work Williams fell a little short of the 
expectations raised. He neither specified the actual relationships 
that he examined, nor did he provide details concerning the 
source materials for the contemporary usages presented in 
Keywords. 15 It is obvious that the twentieth-century parts of his dic-
tionary articles were mainly based on what he himself had read, 
heard, or simply felt to be the case. In other words, he relied on 
his own experience without caring too much about documenting 

11 Ibid. II. The person referred to may well have been Eric Hobsbawm. In an interview 
with the New LeftReview dating from 1977 and entitled 'Cambridge Again', Williams said: 
'The first person I met again whom I knew was Eric Hobsbawm. We agreed that we were 
in a different world.' See Raymond Williams, Politics and Letters: Interviews with the New Left
Review (London, 1979), at 61. 12 Williams, Keywords, 14. 

!3 Ibid. 18. 14 Ibid. 22. 
15 Cf. Williams's own assessment of the shortcomings of Keywordsin another interview 

with the New LeftReview. Williams, Politics and Letters, 176-8. For a more thorough critique 
of the dictionary's epistemological failures, see Quentin Skinner, 'The Idea of a Cultural 
Lexicon', Essays in Criticism, 29/3 (July 1979), 205-24.
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his evidence and elucidating its context. From the choice of entries 
as well as their content, it is fair to assume that for Williams, the 
experience which counted most and which provided the back-
ground knowledge for his semantic findings was the long tradition 
of class struggle in Britain. Williams was born into a Welsh 
working-class family and had early become a Communist. 
Although he began to distance himself from the Communist Party 
during the war years, he still considered himself to be left of the 
Labour party after 1945. 16 Perhaps this firm ideological conviction 
was why the physical experience of violence in the European wars 
of the mid-twentieth century was less disturbing for him than for 
other young academics of his generation. 

It was different with the German historian Reinhart Koselleck 
(1923-2006) who, in the late 1950s and 1960s, laid the foundations 
of the discipline known as history of concepts (Begrijfsgeschichte) in 
Germany and later became a leading figure in historical semantics 
worldwide. 17 For Koselleck, although he did not speak openly 
about it before the 1980s, the decisive experience which gave the 
impetus to his scholarly work was exposure to being killed, and 
the capacity to kill others, in the name of mutually exclusive ide-
ologies during the Second World War. Only two years younger 
than Raymond Williams and not yet 17 when Hitler began the 
war, Koselleck had no chance to go to university after school, but 
volunteered in 1941, like his class-mates, for the Wehrmacht. 
Serving, like Williams, in an artillery regiment, he fought on the 
Eastern Front and was wounded shortly before his division moved 
into Stalingrad, thus escaping the German army's worst catastro-
phe of the war, only to be captured by the Red Army in May 1945 
and transported via Auschwitz, then used by the Russians as an 
interim camp for German captives and displaced persons, to a 
prisoner of war camp in Kazakhstan. Koselleck was luckily 
released from there earlier than most of his comrades, and was 

16 See Williams's own account of his early years up to the 1950s. Williams, Politics and 
Letters, 21-93. For a more thorough investigation ofWilliams's positioning in the formation 
of the New Left and how this was linked to his own research agenda and British intellectual 
debates generally, see Gareth StedmanJones's essay in this volume. 

17 The most comprehensive study ofKoselleck's intellectual biography is Niklas Olsen, 
'Beyond Utopianism and Relativism: History in the Plural in the Work of Reinhart 
Koselleck' (Ph.D. thesis, European University Institute Florence, 2009). For the following 
biographical account see in more detail ibid. at 20-3. Cf. also my obituary of Koselleck: 
Willibald Steinmetz, 'Nachruf auf Reinhart Koselleck (1923-2006)', Geschichte und 
Gesellschaft, 32 (2006), 412-32.
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finally able to take up his studies at Heidelberg University in 1947. 
In the same year he went through a re-education procedure in 
Lower Saxony, led by a British 'democratizing' team of which no 
other than Eric Hobsbawm, six years his elder, of Austrian-
Jewish origin and, in 1947, still a convinced Communist, was a 
member.18 By that time Koselleck, not least as a result of his expe-
riences in Russian captivity, had become a firm anti-Communist, 
but he had also developed a solid scepticism about extreme 
nationalism and, in general, all ideologies which purported to sac-
rifice human beings' present lives and social relations for a far 
removed, but allegedly better, utopian future. 

His first academic work, Kritik und Krise, accepted as a doctoral 
thesis in 1954 and published in 1959, 19 was devoted to uncovering 
the 'pathogenesis', as he called it, of this mental habit of subjecting 
present political structures to a permanent moral critique by an 
appeal to history conceived of as a unified, teleological process. 
He was not the only post-war author to trace the roots of this 
utopian vision of history back to the eighteenth century, thereby 
establishing a link between twentieth-century totalitarian attitudes 
and the Enlightenment. 20 In doing so, he was certainly more 
radical than others in placing totalitarian and Western liberal ide-
ologies on the same footing with respect to that particular point, 
and he has been heavily criticized for this. His personal experi-
ence of re-education in 1947 and his relationship with Carl 
Schmitt seem to have played a part in this overly negative view of 
Anglo-American liberalism.21 More important in our context is 

18 For Hobsbawm's view of this episode see Eric Hobsbawm, Interesting Times: A 
Twentieth-Century Life (London, 2002), 179. 

19 Reinhart Koselleck, Kritik und Krise: Ein Beitrag zur Pathogenese der bürgerlichen Welt 
(Freiburg, 1959); published in English translation as Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the 
Pathogenesis ofModern Society (Oxford, 1988). 

20 Olsen, 'Beyond Utopianism', 46-103, provides a good interpretation ofKoselleck's 
dissertation in its intellectual and biographical context; cf. also Jason Edwards, 'Critique and 
Crisis Today: Koselleck, Enlightenment and the Concept of Politics', Contemporary Political 
Theory, 5 (2006), 428-46. 

21 Koselleck's former resentment ofre-education can still be sensed in his retrospective 
account given on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the granting of his doctorate: 
'In my childhood I experienced-physically in the brawls at school-the collapse of the 
Weimar Republic. The liberals had disappeared. What followed in my youth was the 
awakening of the National Socialist movement ... ; then, while I was a soldier, war, total 
bombing, multiple death; then radicalization going along with the erosion of the totalitar-
ian system; finally collapse and Russian captivity. In the East I experienced the brutal 
hypocrisy of the socialist system, when I at last reached the West the hard-won success of 
liberal re-education which I had to work through and digest. Thus, in the condensed sue-
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Koselleck's special sensitivity to the language in which the 
modern, teleological concept of history has been couched since 
the Enlightenment. While in Kritik und Krise he still buried his short 
remarks on the history of concepts such as 'history', 'revolution', 
'progress', or 'crisis' in the footnotes, he elaborated on these and 
related concepts at book length in his own contributions to the 
multi-volume dictionary Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, of which, from 
1972 to 1997, he was the principal editor.22 Koselleck's war expe-
riences and his political stance against utopianism were no longer 
directly discernible in the research agenda which he drew up for 
the authors of the dictionary in the late 1960s. By this time, 
methodological considerations inspired by linguistics had become 
more prominent.23 As the collective work on the dictionary 
advanced through the 1970s and 1980s, and as the debate on his-
torical semantics and the 'linguistic turn' became increasingly 
internationalized during the 1990s, Koselleck developed more 
subtle theoretical views on the mutual dependency and co-evolu-
tion of socio-political structures on the one hand, and the seman-
tics describing and re-enacting them on the other. 24 Still, his 
original interest was preserved in the structure of the dictionary 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe itself. By focusing on the transitional 
period from the late Enlightenment to the era of revolutions, 
reforms, and restorations up to 1850, the work as a whole lends 
support to Koselleck's hypothesis that the decisive semantic shifts 
which inaugurated our own modern age took place in the so-
called Sattelzeit, at least in the German-speaking countries. That 
is why we read relatively little about how twentieth-century polit-

cession of four political regimes, there lurked each time a new utopia which, complacently 
interpreted the course of history as a realization of its own ideas. Utopias were concealed 
behind manifold masks whose common origin in the Age of Enlightenment I tried to 
uncover ... ' Reinhart Koselleck, 'Dankrede', in Stefan Weinfurter (ed.), Reinhart Koselleck 
(1923-2006):Reden zum 50. Jahrestag seiner Promotion in Heidelberg (Heidelberg, 2006), 33-60, 
at 58-g (my own translation). 

22 Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politischen Sprache in Deutsch/and, 8 vols. (Stuttgart, 1972-97).

23 The best summary of Koselleck's programmatic conceptual-historical approach, its 
advantages and shortcomings compared to Quentin Skinner's history ofideas 'in context', 
is Kari Palonen, Die Entzauberung der Begriffi: Das Umschreiben der politischen Begriffebei Quentin
Skinner und Reinhart Koselleck (Munster, 2004); for an introduction to Koselleck's conceptual 
history in English see Melvin Richter, The History ofPolitical and Social Concepts: A Critical 
Introduction (New York, 1995). 

24 As can be seen e.g. in his articles collected in Reinhart Koselleck, The Practice of
Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford, Calif., 2002). 
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ical communication actually functioned in this huge dictionary, 
conceived by a scholar whose initial aim had been to explain the 
dynamics which ultimately produced the crises and horrors of the 
Age of Extremes. 

Both, Raymond Williams and Reinhart Koselleck, turned their 
attention primarily to the lexical side of language. They were 
interested in the histories of clusters of key terms and, in 
Koselleck's case, the long-term transformations of concepts 
evoked in people's minds by the use of such terms. Theoretically, 
they both knew about the importance of social and communica-
tive 'embeddedness' for the explanation of shifts in meaning, but 
in practice they confined most of their studies to the diachronic 
level. Thus their works are instructive on the outward appearance 
and general direction of semantic change over long time spans, 
but much less so on the mechanisms that brought about, consol-
idated, or upset specific meanings in concrete interactions, 
whether in politics, philosophical discourse, or everyday commu-
nication. It is perhaps no accident that literary works-novels and 
plays-as well as more or less fictionalized diaries, letters, and 
autobiographies bring us closer to understanding the synchronic 
occurrence and functioning of linguistic change. Literary works 
and ego-documents do not need to provide general conclusions 
based on systematically gathered evidence, as do academic works. 
Novels or autobiographies by definition present the situations they 
describe as unique, individual cases. However, the very process of 
fictionalizing also implies a generalization of previous experi-
ence-first-hand or second-hand, close or remote. Although, in 
principle, extreme caution must be exercised when locating situ-
ations described in fictional texts to specific historical periods and 
interpreting these fictional situations as reformulations of what 
authors had themselves lived through, there are passages in liter-
ary works where readers have good reason to do just that: to 
attribute what is narrated to the authors' own, or their relatives' 
and acquaintances', personal 'spaces of experience' and 'horizons 
of expectation'.25 

This is the case with one of the most extraordinary literary tes-
timonies ever written on the Second World War, the Holocaust, 

25 On these concepts as categories of historical analysis see Reinhart Koselleck, "'Space 
of Experience" and "Horizon of Expectation": Two Historical Categories', in id., Futures 
Past, 267-88. 
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and life under Stalinism, the novel Life and Fate by the Russian 
author Vasily Grossman (1905-64).26 Born in the city ofBerdichev 
(Ukraine) into a family of intellectuals of Jewish descent, 
Grossman started his career as a writer in the second half of the 
1930s. When war broke out he volunteered, and from August 1941 
worked as a war correspondent for the army journal Kraznaya 
Zvezda (Red Star). In that capacity he took part in all stages of the 
Eastern war, often on the front line, from the precipitate early 
retreats of 1941 to the battles of Moscow and Stalingrad, the 
recapture of his homeland Ukraine by the Red Army, the libera-
tion of Treblinka in 1944, and, finally, the capture of Berlin in 
April and May 1945. His reportages were very popular with 
readers and later served, with his notes, as material for Life and 
Fate. 27 By the time he started working as a war correspondent, his 
mother Ekaterina, who still lived in Berdichev, had already been 
put in a ghetto by the Germans. She was killed in September 1941, 
along with thousands of other Jewish women, children, and men, 
by the Einsatzgruppe C. 28 Grossman was only certain of this 
when he entered Berdichev with the Red Army. 29 The brutal 
death of his mother haunted him for the rest of his life. It was to 
her that he dedicated his novel. 30 And it was also because of his 

26 Vasily Grossman, Life and Fate, trans. and with an introd. by Robert Chandler 
(London, 1985). This English edition, unfortunately, omits a few philosophical passages 
which the translator deemed to be too 'sententious'. The Russian original was first pub-
lished in 1980, sixteen years after the author's death, by Editions I' Âge d'Homme in 
Lausanne. A new German edition (the first appeared in 1984), containing postfaces by 
Jochen Hellbeck and Wladimir Woinowitsch, was published in 2007 as Wassili Grossman, 
Leben und Schicksal (Berlin, 2007). For Grossman's biography see John Garrard and Carol 
Garrard, The Bones ofBerdichev: The Life and Fate of Vasily Grossman (New York, 1996); see 
also Jurgen Zarusky, "'Freiheitliche Erinnerung": Vasilij Grossman und die europäische 
Erinnerung an Totalitarismus und Zweiten Weltkrieg', Forum.for osteuropäische Ideen- und 
Zeitgeschichte, 10/2 (2006), 81-110.My account ofGrossman's biography and the genesis of 
his novel is based on these publications. 

27 A selection is available in a new English edition, Antony Beevor and Luba 
Vinogradova (eds.), A Writer at War: Vasily Grossman with the Red A777!)11941-1945 (London, 
2005). 

28 For the mass killings at Berdichev and other Ukrainian places in the autumn of 1941 
see Peter Longerich, Politik der V Vernichtung Eine Gesamtdarstellung der nationalsozialistischen 
Judenvefolgung (Munich, 1998), 376-86. 

29 See Grossman's reports about the killing ground of Berdichev, in Beevor and 
Vrnogradova (eds.), Writer at War, 247-61. 

30 Twenty years after her death, in 1961, he wrote her a letter in which he identified his 
own fate and that of his book with hers: 'I am you, dear Mama, and as long as I live, then 
you are alive also. When I die, you will continue to live in this book [Lifeand Fate], which 
I have dedicated to you and whose fate is closely tied with your fate.' Quoted from the 
English translation in Garrard and Garrard, Bones ofBerdichev, 353. In the novel itself the 
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familial involvement in the Holocaust that after the war, 
Grossman, along with Ilya Ehrenburg and on behalf of the Jewish 
Anti-fascist Committee, set to work on the Black Book, which doc-
umented the murder of the Russian Jews by the Germans and 
their collaborators. In the climate of growing anti-Semitism and 
verbal obliteration of the Holocaust in post-war Stalinist Russia 
(in official language, the politically correct formula was to speak of 
'persecutions of peaceful Soviet citizens', thereby omitting the 
special ordeal of the Jews), the Black Book was not allowed to be 
published, and the Committee on whose behalf it had been pre-
pared was dissolved in 1948.31 Grossman thus found himself 
silenced and pushed into an oppositional position. 

To regain recognition as an author he chose the Great War of 
the Fatherland as the theme for an epic novel, the first part of 
which, Za Pravoe Delo (For aJust Cause), was published with some 
cuts in a literary journal in 1952. He soon earned serious criticism 
in Pravda, however, for not depicting the heroes of Stalingrad with 
due veneration and for making the physician Viktor Shtrum, a 
Jew, living far from the front in Kazan, the central figure 
instead. 32 These criticisms must be seen in the context of an anti-
Jewish campaign of early 1953, aimed againstJewish doctors who 
were accused of plotting against Stalin. Grossman was even made 
to sign a letter condemning these doctors. Stalin's death on 5 
March 1953 saved him from further persecution, and in the less 
repressive atmosphere after 1956 he became more daring while 
composing the second part of his book, Lifeand Fate. His hopes of 
publishing it were futile, however, as the KGB, informed by 
anxious journal editors, seized the completed manuscript in 
February 1961.33 The KGB censors immediately sensed the 

figure of Anna Shtrum, mother of the central figure Vik.tor Pavlovich Shtrum, is easily 
recognizable as a literary personification of the author's mother. 

31 Cf. Zarusky, 'Freiheitliche Erinnerung', 48-g. In Russia, the Black Book could only be 
published under Gorbachev. For a new English translation, see Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily 
Grossman, The Complete Black Book ofRussian Jewry, trans. and ed. David Patterson, foreword 
Irving Louis Horowitz, introd. Helen Segall (London, 2002); the report on the massacres 
at Berdichev, ibid. 12-20. 

32 No English translation of the book is available, but a German one was published in 
1958, after Grossman's temporary rehabilitation, in the GDR. Vasilij Grossman, Wende an 
der Wolga(Berlin, 1958). 

33 In fact, they did not seize two manuscripts which Grossmann, with foresight, had 
deposited with friends, thus enabling them to have the novel published abroad many years 
after his death. 
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danger, because Grossman vividly described not only the denun-
ciations and interrogations which put people into the Gulags, but 
also Nazi concentration camps and methods of terror, including 
the gas chambers. Although the differences between the two 
systems come out clearly and are the topic of explicit reasoning 
by characters in the novel and the author himself as narrator, 34 

even the implicit suggestion that comparisons of certain aspects 
might be possible was unbearable to Soviet officials, despite 
ongoing liberalization under Khrushchev. In addition, the censors 
feared a repetition of the case of Boris Pasternak, whose novel 
Doctor Zhivago had been a tremendous success in the West shortly 
before.35 Moreover, and most dangerously perhaps, Grossman's 
style was extremely realistic, but not in the sense of Socialist 
Realism. His figures were not ideal types, but appeared as indi-
vidual characters who had doubts, displayed inconsistent behav-
iour, and moved back and forth depending on social relations and 
the varying situations they had to master. Thus life under Stalin 
was not painted in black and white, but in shades of grey as far as 
political attitudes were concerned, and in many colours for 
human characters, emotions, living conditions, and, of special 
interest to us here, communicative practices. 

Long passages of Life and Fate can be read as analyses of typical 
communicative situations in Stalinist Russia and, to a lesser extent, 
in the orbits of the German army, the SS, and the Gestapo. 
Frequent changes of scene and switches in perspective within the 
networks of figures connected by family, love, work, or the war 
give the book an almost film-like quality. This allows Grossman 
to avoid a one-dimensional interpretation. At key moments of the 
story the author himself intervenes as commentator, but most of 
the time he speaks indirectly through the utterances or inner 
monologues of his figures. Slipping into their roles, he points to 
the slightest details carrying political meanings: the lengthened 

34 See e.g. the author's quasi-academic reflections on variants of anti-Semitism. 
Grossman, Lifeand Fate, 484-7.The architecture of the novel itself, the centrality of the 
chapters on the gas chambers (ibid. 532-54), and the explicit statement that with the battle 
of Stalingrad 'the death sentence was passed on Auschwitz, Buchenwald and the nine 
hundred other German labour camps and concentration camps' (ibid. 646) are proof that 
Grossman regarded the Soviet position as morally superior to that of Nazi Germany, even 
though on the same pages he also stated that this was the moment at which the fate of all 
those later persecuted and repressed by Stalin, including the Jews of the Anti-fascist 
Committee, was decided (ibid. 646-7).

35 Cf. Garrard and Garrard, Bones ofBerdichev, 257-9.
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pronunciation of a phrase, a sudden pause in conversation, the 
gentle scorn in the glance of an interlocutor who would, perhaps, 
turn out to be a denouncer tomorrow. Grossman thus makes clear 
that it was not just the choice of words, the lexical side oflanguage, 
that decided one's fate, but at least as much how things were 
uttered and how they were understood by those who were present 
or were told about the situation later. For instance, a trivial con-
versation over a drink with an army commissar could take a crit-
ical turn when it came to making a toast and the person asked to 
do so was either too slow or overzealous in raising a glass to the 
health of father Stalin. 36 Everyone had to be alert all the time; 
army commissars themselves felt uneasy in the presence of others 
who gave the impression of knowing more about dealings and 
sayings in the inner circles of power.37 Those who were naive 
enough inadvertently to touch upon a taboo topic-Stalin's son 
who had been captured by the Germans, for example-could 
make things worse by skipping to another topic even more 
unspeakable, such as German propaganda leaflets. Still, the mood 
of the interlocutors dictated whether they sank their teeth in or let 
the perpetrator off the hook-for that particular moment. 38 The 
important point, however, was that one could never be sure. Time 
and again Grossman allows his figures to be confronted with some 
sloppy remarks they had made years ago and which were brought 
up against them when they least expected it. 39 

One of Grossman's major themes is the yearning for unre-
served, confidential communication-and the repeated destruc-
tion of its tender beginnings. The physician Viktor Shtrum, the 
novel's central figure, deludes himself into thinking that in the 
seclusion of Kazan, where he and some colleagues from his 
Moscow research institute have been evacuated with their fami-
lies, open communication of this sort would be possible. And 
indeed, Shtrum and his circle of friends at Kazan are shown 
engaging in unheard-of conversations which reveal their disbelief 
in Trotsky's and Bukharin's guilt,40 their dreams of a free press 

36 Grossman, Life and Fate, 218-19. 37 Ibid. 105. 38 Ibid. 107-8.
39 The most drastic example is during the interrogation of former army commissar 

Krymov in the Lubyanka: 'Wherever he had been, he had left footprints behind him: a 
whole retinue had followed on his heels, committing his life to memory.' Ibid. 771-88, at 
774. 

40 Ibid. 274-5. The English edition has an omission here; cf. the complete text in the 
German edition, Grossman, Leben und Schicksal, 336-7.
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providing real 'information',41 and their disdain for Socialist 
Realism in literature.42 One of the friends, Karimov, a Tartar, 
goes so far as to say that the Soviets of the 1920s had not only 
murdered many of his people, as elsewhere, but annihilated the 
Tartars' entire national culture. Although he is contradicted on 
this point by his Russian interlocutors (except Shtrum, the Jew), 
the dispute ends peacefully. 43 Signs of anxiety, distrust, and future 
mischief, however, pervade the supposedly confidential conversa-
tions in Kazan. The figure who embodies the wish to remain 
faithful to the party line is Sokolov, one of Shtrum's colleagues, 
who repeatedly calls for an end to such loose talk. Once the 
members of the institute resume their work in Moscow, the 
moments of freedom are over. Sokolov makes it unmistakeably 
clear that there is no more room for confidentialities. He brushes 
aside Shtrum's whispered question as to whether he had had any 
news from the Kazan friends by saying loudly that he had heard 
nothing. By raising his voice, he was signalling that any special 
and personal relationship, independent of the state, was now out 
ofplace.44 

In the central parts of his novel Grossman depicts the peak of 
the battle of Stalingrad as a brief flaring up of a spirit of freedom 
in the people. The latter part of the novel, by contrast, is charac-
terized by a backsliding movement. The state, its apparatus, and 
its ritualized exercises of enforced conformity gradually regain 
their power over the people. Grossman exemplifies this most dras-
tically in the figure of the former army commissar Krymov, lover 
of Shtrum's sister-in-law Zhenya. A committed Bolshevik, 
Krymov, to his great surprise, is arrested from the front line in 
Stalingrad and taken to the Lubyanka in Moscow, where he is 
confronted with all kinds of allegations about his past, most of 
which, he has to admit, are true. He ends up physically broken 
by endless interrogations and torture in the Lubyanka, where he 
himself had committed ruthless acts of denunciation in the years 
of the Great Terror. Compared to Krymov, Shtrum's fate is less 
brutal, but he, too, ends up a broken man. Back in Moscow, 
Shtrum is asked to join in the public accusations against other 
members of the institute and, when he refuses, is made a scape-
goat by politically more reliable colleagues. He has to fill in ques-

41 Grossman, Lifeand Fate, 276. 
43 Ibid. 285 

42 Ibid. 281-3. 
44 Ibid. 569-70.
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tionnaires about his past ('the same as before the war'45), is indi-
rectly attacked in a wall newspaper, and is finally dismissed after 
refusing to write a letter of repentance ('you know what's 
expected'),46 and to appear personally before the academic 
council to perform an act of self-criticism.47 After a while, in a 
sudden reversal of fortune, he is reinstated by a mysterious phone 
call from the almighty Stalin himself. But he pays for his luck by 
suffering feelings of shame. Moreover, he betrays his former ideals 
by signing an open letter condemning an Anglo-American cam-
paign to rehabilitate the alleged murderers of Maxim Gorky, one 
of them a Jewish doctor named Lewin. Grossman thus lets 
Shtrum's story end with a rehearsal of his own experience of sub-
mission, which had consisted in signing a similar letter in 1953. 

These are only a few examples showing how Grossman repre-
sents the complexity and variety of patterns of communication 
under Stalin. As a novelist Grossman had greater freedom than 
Williams or Koselleck to dwell on non-lexical elements, which are 
hardly traceable in the sources available to historians: the body 
language of facial expression and gestures; the emotions signalled 
by tone, voice, pauses, or silence; the influence of the reactions 
expected from interlocutors to what people said or suppressed. It 
remains Grossman's achievement to have anticipated in a grand 
narrative, composed in the 1950s, much of what historians of 
Stalinist Russia have been able to describe in more detailed work 
only since the rggos.48 On the other hand, we should remember 
that his perspective may be atypical. Grossman was apparently 
better at understanding the self-perception of free-thinking figures 
like himself than that of those who aspired to be faithful to the 
party line. In his novel the latter are depicted as hypocrites or 
opportunists betraying their true selves. But it would certainly be 
wrong to assume that ordinary Soviet citizens always clearly distin-
guished between a 'private' self which they cherished secretly and 
their public persona which they allowed to pay lip service to what 
was required from above. On the contrary, there is evidence, at 

45 Ibid. 576. 46 Ibid. 671. 
47 On the rituals of repentance and self-criticism see Lorenz Erren, 'Selbstkritik' und 

Schul.dbekenntnis: Kommunikation und Herrschaft unter Stalin (1917-1953) (Munich, 2008). 
48 See e.g. Orlando Figes, The Whisperers: Private Life in Stalin's Russia (London, 2007); 

Sheila Fitzpatrick, Everyday Stalinism. Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 
1930s (Oxford, 1999); ead., Tear off the Masks: Identity and Imposture in Twentieth-Century Russia 
(Princeton, 2005). 
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least for the period up to the war, that many citizens voluntarily 
applied to themselves languages supplied by the regime to describe 
a specific form of Soviet subjectivity in which the private/public 
dichotomy, typical of bourgeois liberal thinking, was toned down.49 

Although it gives voice to multiple perspectives, Grossman's 
epic novel has blind spots. One of them is gender related. The 
novel's central figures are all male. Most of what happens is 
described from their point of view, and almost all the communi-
cation that takes place is between males. There are only a few 
scenes in which female figures move to centre stage and offer the 
reader any potential for identification, but what they do and say 
is related to children, husbands, or lovers and reflects a position of 
vulnerability. Anna Shtrum writing her last letter from the 
Ukrainian ghetto to her son Viktor;50 the army surgeon Sofia 
Levinton adopting a small boy, David, and protecting him while 
they are both taken to the gas chambers;51 Zhenya, Shtrum's 
sister-in-law, trying to get through the visitors' office to her lover 
Krymov in the Lubyanka and experiencing the humiliation of 
imploring petty officials;52 Marya lvanovna, Sokolov's wife, who 
feels attracted to Shtrum and yet stays with her husband:53 none 
of them is described as attaining a position powerful enough to 
challenge male superiority-physical, institutionalized, or discur-
sive. It could be argued that this is an adequate reflection of what 
public and private communication was like for women under the 
conditions prevalent in an age of war, civil war, and genocide. 
The Age of Extremes-a male-dominated discursive universe? 

More differentiated views on this issue are possible. They are 
provided, for example, by the literary scholar Ruth Klüger in her 
autobiographical account of her youth. The German edition was 
first published in 1992 under the title weiter leben.54 The account 

49 Most pronounced in this direction isJochen Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind: Writing 
a Diary under Stalin (Cambridge, Mass., 2006); see also Igal Halfin, Terror in I'!)! Soul· 
Communist Autobiographies on Trial (Cambridge, Mass., 2003). 

50 Grossman, Lifeand Fate, 80-g3. 51 Ibid. 541-54. 
52 Ibid. 746-52. 53 Ibid. 706-8. 
54 Ruth Kliiger, weiter Leben: Eine Jugend (Gottingen, 1992). I use the eleventh edition 

(Munich, 2003). Literally translated, the main title means 'staying alive', or 'living on'. The 
first English-language edition is Still Alive: A Holocaust Girlhood Remembered, foreword by Lore 
Segal (New York, 2001). In the UK this translation was published under a different title: 
Ruth Kluger, Landscapes of Memory: A Holocaust Girlhood Remembered (London, 2003). The 
English-language editions differ from the German in many respects. I have used (and when 
necessary translated) the German version where this is the case. 
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encompasses the period from her Vienna childhood in the 1930s 
to her difficult acclimatization in America of the late 1940s and 
early 1950s. The book is replete with observations on language 
use in gendered power relations. Assuming a decidedly feminist 
stance, Klüger describes how she developed communicative com-
petence and asserted a language of her own in adverse surround-
ings where the boundaries of what could be said were almost 
always set by men, though often enforced by women, in Kliiger's 
youth above all by her mother. The very first episodes depict the 
young girl's desire to know; her tenacity in asking forbidden ques-
tions about relatives who had disappeared in concentration 
camps; her obstinate habit of openly reciting ballads by the 
German poets Schiller and Uhland in the street against the wish 
of her great-aunt, who expected a Jewish girl to take care not to 
make herself conspicuous and provoke 'rishes' (anti-Semitism);55 

and her contempt for her teacher in the Jewish school who, 
although himself a Jew, had rebuked unruly children by saying 
that they were behaving as if they were in a 'Judenschule'. 56 From 
early childhood, then, Kliiger's rebellion, as she presents it retro-
spectively, was directed against female as well as Jewish self-stereo-
typing and self-abasement. She views these typical forms of 
communicative behaviour as having stiffened the hostile attitudes 
they were meant to soften. If the book has a political message, it 
is the insight that an exclusionary or derogatory ideology can 
never be countered unless one avoids reproducing its key concepts 
and manners of speech. 

Kliiger's autobiographical narrative is frequently interspersed 
with reflections on her efforts to find effective counter-discourses 
against misogynistic and anti-Semitic attitudes. In the first of these 
reflections she interprets the very act of publishing her life story as 
an act ofresistance to the occupation of her own past, and that of 
all other women, by male memories: 'Wars, and hence the mem-
ories of wars, are owned by the male of the species. And fascism 
is a decidedly male property, whether you were for or against it. 
Besides, women have no past, or aren't supposed to have one. A 
man can have an interesting past, a woman only an indecent one. 
And my stories aren't even sexy.'57 In another reflection Kliiger 

55 Kluger, Landscapes, 10. The English edition does not mention the names of the poets 
whose works she recited; cf. Kliiger, weiter Leben, 13. 

56 Kluger, Landscapes, 14. 57 Ibid. 7. 
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deplores that the Jewish religion still does not permit her, a 
woman, to say the traditional kaddish, the prayer for the dead, 
and thus deprives her of coping in a religious way with her father's 
death in the gas chambers. 58 Hence she defends her writing of 
poems as a kind of substitute. For her, the poems she has com-
posed in remembrance of her father are a 'home-made kaddish', 
that is, a self-invented communicative practice to mourn her 
father. At the same time she concedes that poems with their 
rhythms and rhymes are a way of veiling the 'crunching rage' that 
should be felt and expressed when dealing with Nazi ghettos and 
extermination camps. 59 Already as a child, Klüger tells us, she 
resented that her male relatives prevented her from expressing 
Jewish religiosity. Her cousin insisting on the youngest male's priv-
ilege of asking the ritual question at the seder evening;60 her great-
uncle taking away the Bible as she was about to read the story of 
Ruth:61 experiences like these forced her early on to look for non-
religious languages as an alternative means for forming her own 
personality. At a young age it was above all the literary language 
of Goethe and Schiller that served this purpose. But even the 
propaganda of the Nazi paper Der Stürmer and anti-Semitic films 
such as Jud Süß helped her, she says, to fortify herself in her 
attempts to resist the ruling ideology.62 

She continued her education in Theresienstadt, where she was 
detained from September 1942 to May 1944. Of course, she hated 
Theresienstadt, which she compares to an 'ant heap under 
destructive feet', 'a mudhole, a cesspool, a sty where you couldn't 
stretch without touching someone'. 63 But on the other hand, she 
'in a way' loved it too for what, despite the chaos produced by the 
Germans, the thousands of sharp-minded, ever (self-)critical, and 
well-organizedJews had made out of it-a place where she could 
do what the Germans wantedJews not to do: read books, discuss 
literature, listen to lectures by Leo Baeck, and enthusiastically 
applaud the freedom-loving verses in Schiller's plays performed 

58 Kluger, Landscapes, 24. 
59 Kliiger, weiter leben, 38. Here the German edition differs from the English text. In the 

latter she speaks only of 'a kind of exorcism'; her 'rage' is not mentioned, and the poems 
themselves are not quoted; see Kluger, Landscapes, 35-6. Moreover, between the publica-
tion of the first German text (1992) and the English translation she learned that her father 
had most probably not died in the gas chambers, but in a different, 'and perhaps a slightly 
lesser, nightmare' (ibid. 37). 

60 Ibid. 43-4. 
62 Ibid. 51-2. 

61 Ibid. 50-1. 
63 Ibid. 98-g. 
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by Jewish actors and actresses.64 She also kept her habit ofreciting 
poems, a habit which she continued while at Auschwitz-Birkenau. 
There, reciting ballads was one strategy for standing through the 
endless roll calls, musters, and inspections. The rhythm of the 
ballads helped her to structure and, literally, kill the time.65 

Klüger admits, however, that only a lucky coincidence, and 
neither poems nor her own quick-wittedness, saved her from the 
systematic dehumanization and denial of the right to live which 
began with the 'bullying noise' with which the SS men shouted 
their 'raus, raus' on the ramp,66 and ended by being burnt in the 
chimney overlooking the whole place. She was saved from this by 
a well-meaning young clerk, herself a prisoner, who whispered the 
decisive words in her ear while she stood in the queue, waiting to 
be 'selected' for a work camp by an SS man: 'Tell him you are 
fifteen. '67 Once in the work camp of Christianstadt, poems again 
played a part in her survival strategy, but this time they were com-
posed by herself: two poems on a morning in Auschwitz, one 
ending with a sunrise symbolizing hope, the other with the 
chimney symbolizing complete annihilation. 68 Interpreting her 
own poems in one of her interspersed reflections, Klüger strongly 
rejects the notion, popularized by Adorno and others, that one 
should ( or could) not write poems after and about Auschwitz. In 
her situation as a child in the camps, she claims, the act of com-
posing and reciting these poems was a first 'therapeutic effort' to 
counter absurdity and destruction by creating a whole, at least in 
metrical language. And she also rejects the opposite position, 
popular among literary critics, that only hermetic lyrics in the style 
of Paul Celan's Todesfuge were appropriate when contending with 
the Holocaust. 69 

Generally, Klüger adopts a critical position towards all those 
who, after the war, wanted to prescribe, in one way or the other, 
how she should come to terms with her memories. Here again, 

64 Ibid. 94-8. The Schiller episode is not mentioned in the English edition; for this cf. 
Kliiger, weiter leben, 102. 

65 Ibid. 123-4. The English edition does not mention ballads specifically and describes 
the use of poetry in much more general terms: 'Poetry wasn't connected with the outside, 
the real, world. Its value lay in the comfort it provided, in that profound consolation that 
could fill the mind when a malevolent environment tried to suck it dry.' Kluger, Landscapes, 
116--17. 66 Ibid. 108. 67 Ibid. 125-6.

68 Kliiger, weiter leben, 124-6. Only the poem called 'The Chimney' is briefly mentioned 
in the English edition; Kluger, Landscapes, 152. 

69 Kliiger, weiter leben, 126-8. This reflection has been omitted in the English edition. 
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Klüger presents herself as someone who struggled consistently 
against conventional phraseologies and always insisted on her 
right to find languages of her own. Against the Germans she was 
in contact with while staying in Bavaria immediately after the war, 
or met later on, she insisted on her right to speak openly and in 
unmistakable terms about her experiences. She neither let them 
get away with attempts to suppress their own past and that of the 
victims, nor did she tolerate euphemisms or comparisons setting 
off the calamities endured by German civilians or soldiers against 
the fate of the Jews; nor did she give in to silencing herself just out 
of politeness to spare them uneasy feelings.70 She was equally crit-
ical of her elderly Austrian-Jewish relatives whom she met when 
she arrived in New York in 1947. Their habit of unconditionally 
approving everything American appeared to her, at that time still 
only a 16-year-old girl, like a repetition of the Jewish self-abase-
ment she had known from her Vienna childhood. And when her 
aunt told her that she had to 'erase' from her memory 'everything 
that happened in Europe' and wipe it off'like chalk from a black-
board', she protested vehemently and broke off contact. 71 A psy-
chotherapist whom she consulted several times during her first 
year in New York evoked a similar response because he wanted to 
persuade her that her problems had nothing at all to do with what 
she had gone through in the concentration camps. She wanted to 
speak about her episodes of feeling worthless compared to those 
victims who had died, but this man ignored everything which, for 
her, made up her identity and thus denied her the right to exist.72 

Finally, Klüger also criticizes, though with more sympathy, 
certain fixed ideas she found among the mostly younger Germans 
she had discussions with while staying in Gottingen in the early 
1990s. Here it was the idea that the uniqueness of the Holocaust 
makes any kind of comparison impossible and illegitimate which 

70 Ibid. 72, 85-6, 89, 110-11,142, 158-g, 215-20. As Kliiger addressed these remarks to 
her German readers in particular, most have been either omitted or changed significantly 
in the English edition. Remarks similar to those in weiter leben can be found at Kluger, 
Landscapes, 69-70 (on German students who denounce today'sJews for their dealings with 
the Arabs); 80-1 (on Gisela who claimed that Theresienstadt wasn't that bad); 88 (on Gisela 
comparing her mother's fate with that of Ruth's mother); 149 (on Germans who had 
'employed' Polish forced labourers); 191-2 (on Germans unwilling to acknowledge their 
crimes); 197-8 (on her German teachers in Bavaria and their 'Nazi-bred contempt for 
women'); 203-7 (on her complicated discussions with the German writer Martin Walser, 
whom she befriended while at school in Bavaria). 

71 Ibid. 215-19, quotations at 219. 72 Ibid. 229-38.
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raised her concerns. If that were really the case, she argued, we 
would end up as 'isolated monads', no longer able to communi-
cate at all or to build 'bridges' of understanding between personal 
experiences which are, by definition, unique. 73 According to 
Klüger, not the act of comparison as such is illegitimate, but only 
comparing with the intention to equalize everything, to wipe out 
differences, to deflect attention from one's own guilt, to deny 
others their unique experiences, to silence them. 

The course ofKliiger's life during the worst decades of the Short 
Twentieth Century was certainly unique, as was her way of ver-
balizing what had happened to her and how she reacted to it. On 
the other hand, she also describes patterns of communication 
which are repeatable. With respect to our interest in political lan-
guages, her most important insights concern the limits, but also the 
opportunities, of the powerless-children, women, minorities, 
oppositions--to challenge the concepts and phraseologies imposed 
by the powerful and validated by the opportunists. In her case there 
were those who did not dare to cross the linguistic boundaries, or 
even confirmed them by self-abasement and self-stereotyping. But 
she also has many stories to tell about successful emancipation, her 
own in the first place, from those boundaries of the speakable. The 
words and ideologies she opposed were specific, namely, German 
anti-Semitism combined with misogyny in various shapes, as were 
her methods of countering both, for instance, by composing and 
reciting poems. But there is no reason to assume that the commu-
nicative mechanisms as such, the movement either to strengthen 
prescribed languages by repeating them, or to upset them by 
inventing new ones, are specific to Kliiger's particular space of 
experience, or to the Age of Extremes in general. 

What may be typical of the Age of Extremes is a growing 
awareness of these communicative mechanisms in political 
thought and practice. At a theoretical level, we might turn to 
Antonio Gramsci's Prison Notebooks, written between 1929 and 

73 Ibid. 69: 'We would be condemned to be isolated monads ifwe didn't compare and 
generalize, for comparisons are the bridges from one unique life to another.' Cf. also ibid. 
70: 'Don't I often insist that I learned something in the camps about what happens to us 
in extreme situations, which was good to know later on and was usable precisely because 
I don't reject all comparisons?' Further reflections on comparisons along similar lines, ibid. 
106-7('fear of death in cramped quarters' offering a 'bridge to understanding the kind of 
transport I have been describing'); 163-4 (experience of famine in common with Germans 
of her generation: 'Comparisons arise spontaneously when we remember those last months 
of the war, and they are not only differences'). 



WILLIBALD STEINMETZ 

1935, for an early and as yet incoherent conceptualization of the 
ways in which language was involved in movements upholding or 
upsetting 'hegemony'. 74 However, it is only in the second half of 
the twentieth century that more explicit examples can be found of 
this line of thought being put into practice beyond individual 
cases, that is, at the level of the political. The main reason for this 
is probably that to challenge ruling ideologies by verbal means 
was simply not enough to topple the brutal force of the fascist, 
National Socialist, or Stalinist regimes of the 1930s and 1940s. 
Only their eradication in 1944-5, or softening after 1956, made it 
possible to think of overthrowing an entire political regime by a 
conscious strategy of redefining the rulers' concepts or replacing 
them with new ones. 

A public intellectual whose writings and career demonstrate 
this opening-up of opportunities in 'post-totalitarian' societies is 
the Czech playwright and civil rights activist Václav Havel who, 
in the course of the 1989 revolution, became president of the 
Czechoslovak Republic. The term 'post-totalitarian' was coined 
by Havel himself in the dismal decade after the crushing of the 
Prague Spring of 1968. He used the term to define a system which 
no longer relied on crude terror, mass executions, concentration 
camps, or Gulags, but primarily on the compliance of its own cit-
izens. 75 The citizens complied, he argued, out of a mixture of res-
ignation, fear of informers who would get them into trouble, and 
a certain indolence caused by their wish to protect the little com-
forts they had secured in their 'foxhole of purely material exis-
tence'. 76 In public, he said, they adopted a 'principle of outward 
adaptation' and 'dissimulation' resulting in the 'routine perform-
ance' of ideological slogans and 'hypocrisy as the main form of 
communication with society'. 77 No doubt, outward order and 

74 The connections between Gramsci's reflections on language and political change are 
explored by Peter Ives, Language and Hegemony in Gramsci (London, 2004). According to Ives, 
Gramsci used reflections on linguistic change primarily as a metaphor for what happened, 
or should happen, in the political terrain, rather than explicitly theorizing on contests over 
words and concepts as a determining factor in power relations. Nonetheless, the impor-
tance of the workers' 'verbal conception' of the world for the outcome of their political 
struggles is stressed by Gramsci in the context of his 'philosophy of praxis'. Cf. Quintin 
Hoare and Geoffey Nowell Smith (eds.), Selections.from the Prison Notebooks ofAntonio Gramsci 
(London, 1971), 333. 

75 Václav Havel, 'The Power of the Powerless' (1978-g), in id., Open Letters: Selected 
Writings 1965-1990,sel. and ed. Paul Wilson (New York, 1991), 125-214, at 131-45. 

76 Václav Havel, "'Dear Dr. Husák'" (1975), in id., Open Letters, 50-83, at 62. 
77 Ibid. 57-8,62. 
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quiet were thus established, but individuals paid for it by a 'per-
manent humiliation of their human dignity', 78 and the system as 
a whole was brought close to 'entropy' because of the ensuing 'dis-
trust of all variety' and 'aversion to everything unknown'. 79 

Havel had reached this diagnosis as early as the mid-196os 
when, in the somewhat more liberal atmosphere, he worked as a 
dramatic adviser at the Theatre on the Balustrade in Prague. In 
a speech delivered to the Union of Czechoslovak Writers in 1965 
he stringently dissected the communicative patterns which had 
caused the system's intellectual immobility and made it incapable 
of coping with reality effectively. Three mechanisms in particular, 
he suggested, brought about what he then called 'evasive think-
ing', that is, 'a way of thinking that turns away from the core of 
the matter to something else'. 80 The first was the use of 'magic 
words' which either deflected criticism of bad conditions, as when 
a fallen window sill in a housing estate was called a 'local matter', 
or seemed to suggest that the means to handle such negative con-
ditions, in this case 'socialist maintenance by the tenants', were a 
necessary stage in the development of socialism.81 The second was 
what he called 'false contextualization', which placed specific 
grievances, such as rotting buildings, into ever wider contexts until 
one was made to believe that the buildings have to rot because 
otherwise 'we would have long ago been involved in World War 
Three' and the 'prospects of mankind' would be endangered.82 

The third was 'dialectical metaphysics', a form of reasoning which 
dissolved concrete realities in 'vacuous verbal balancing acts' such 
as 'in a certain sense yes, but in another sense no', 'we must not, 
on the one hand, overestimate, nor, on the other hand, should we 
underestimate', and so on. 83 Anyone who has had any experience 
of language use in the Eastern bloc countries, whether 
Czechoslovakia, the German Democratic Republic, or the Soviet 
Union itself, could cite many similar examples of these typical 
phraseologies. As early as the mid-196os, Havel had warned that 
their conventionalized use would result in a 'ritualization of lan-
guage', and that language itself would thereby be deprived of its 
'most essential importance'.84 

78 Ibid. 78. 79 Ibid. 71. 
80 Václav Havel, 'On Evasive Thinking' (1965), in id., Open Letters, 10-24, at 15. 
81 Ibid. 12. 82 Ibid. 13. 
83 Ibid. 14. 84 Ibid. 12, 
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In the 1965 speech to his fellow writers Havel was still optimistic 
that literature, if conceived as an 'autonomous form of know-
ledge', could serve as an antidote to ritualization within the polit-
ical system.85 His attitude became bitter in 1978-9, ten years after 
the end of the Prague Spring, when he wrote his famous mani-
festo The Power of the Powerless for a Polish-Czechoslovak collective 
volume on freedom and power. The ossification of the regime and 
the language mechanisms which upheld it were now such that 
change through official politics seemed hopeless. Ritualized com-
munication had resulted in an anonymization of power and 
created a 'social auto-totality'. 86 The only way to challenge it was 
to deploy linguistic and symbolic counter-strategies in the pre-
political sphere of civil society, speech acts such as Charter 77, 
which would then act as a 'bacteriological weapon'.87 Havel 
encouraged his Polish and Czechoslovak friends to think of such 
seemingly minimal matters as 'real politics', in contradistinction 
to 'political work in the traditional sense'. 88 His manifesto thus 
not only advocated a change in oppositional strategies, but also 
aimed to redefine key political concepts, in this case the concept 
of the 'political' itself. For him, the redefinition of old terms and 
the search for unconventional ones was an essential part of the 
new strategy. The opposition movements had to learn not to 
reproduce and thereby stabilize any of the regime's phraseology. 
Havel extended his self-critical remarks on the uncritical use of 
concepts to Western journalists who, like the Eastern opposition 
movements themselves, routinely spoke of 'dissidents'. This was a 
term which, in his view, created false associations in suggesting 
that the opposition consisted of merely a handful of prominent 
troublemakers, eager to promote their own publicity, isolated 
from the bulk of the citizens, and therefore rightly ignored by the 
regime.89 Alternative terms such as 'small-scale work', 'citizens' 
initiatives', 'dissent', or 'defense' were much more likely, he said, 
to render what the opposition was actually doing, and better 
expressed public support for, and the legitimacy, of its acts.90 By 

85 Ibid. 24. A similar view on the political function of literature can be found in Hans 
Magnus Enzensberger's writings in West Germany around 1968; see Henning Marmulla, 
'Poesie, Politik und das Politische in der literarischen Sprache der 196oer Jahre: Das 
Beispiel Hans Magnus Enzensberger', in Steinmetz (ed.), 'Politik', 479-97.

86 Havel, 'Power of the Powerless', 143. 
87 Ibid. 149. 
89 Ibid. 167-71and 174-5.

88 Ibid. 152 and 159. 
90 Ibid. 175-7 and 180. 
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such attempts to redefine things and build up corresponding 'par-
allel structures', Havel hoped to initiate a 'creeping process' that 
would, in the end, erode the post-totalitarian systems.91 

It is remarkable to what extent Havel's ideas on how to fight 
established regimes resembled similar aspirations articulated at 
almost the same time by West European and American 'new' 
social movements and emerging 'green' political parties. Like 
Havel they favoured bottom-up symbolic actions and created 
alternative political terms. Could this similarity be interpreted as 
a sign of convergence between Eastern and Western civil societies 
in the late 1970s and 1980s, despite persistent ideological con-
frontations and Cold War attitudes on the surface of official power 
politics? Havel himself obviously believed in such a convergence, 
even at the level of official politics. He warned his Western readers 
that parliamentary democracies were not immune to the kind of 
acquiescent ritualism in language and behaviour that he had 
described for the Eastern bloc. According to him, post-totalitari-
anism was 'merely an extreme version of the global automatism 
of technological civilization'.92 These statements read like an echo 
of what leftist Western prophets such as Herbert Marcuse had 
claimed more than a decade earlier. As early as 1964 Marcuse, in 
his One-Dimensional Man, had lamented the 'authoritarian ritual-
ization of discourse' and its spread across 'democratic and non-
democratic, capitalist and non-capitalist countries'.93 He also 
blamed technological rationality for this one-dimensionality. And, 
like Havel in the 1960s, Marcuse worried about the inability of the 
'libertarian communist opposition' to escape that ritualization.94 

Although the two critics, Marcuse and Havel, may not have 
had much in common, they described the ways in which ritual-
ized speech on both sides of the ideological divide blocked the 
articulation of truth in almost identical terms. For the same reason 
they also shared a deep distrust of the magic of abstract words, 
even if apparently well intentioned. When Havel was awarded the 
prestigious Peace Prize of the German Booksellers Association, 
only weeks before the 'velvet revolution' of December 1989 in 
Czechoslovakia brought him to power, he made his distrust of 

91 Ibid. 192 ('parallel structures', an expression quoted here from Václav Benda) and 201 
('creeping process'). 92 Ibid. 207. 

93 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the ldeology ofAdvanced Industrial Society
(London, 1964), 101-2. 94 Ibid. 102. 
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promising words the keynote of his acceptance speech. 'Reform', 
'peace', Willy Brandt's 'Ostpolitik', even Gorbachev's 'perestroika' 
were all, in his view, in danger of becoming 'arrogant words' and 
should be rejected. 95 Perhaps in this case Havel's scepticism about 
magic words was leading him a step too far. There was probably 
no other single word which did more to end the Age of Extremes, 
and, along with it, the post-totalitarian systems Havel had fought 
against for decades, than 'perestroika'. He was right to point to 
his experience that the use of abstract magic words may end up 
in delusions, but in this case he missed the fact that such words 
may also be invested with hopes that make them instrumental in . . overcommg repressive regimes. 

Analysing Political Language Historically: Conception of the Volume 

Our survey of five intellectuals' testimonies on language and power 
in the Age of Extremes has brought to light a wealth of observa-
tions, hardly reducible to a coherent narrative and even more 
difficult to condense into a single research agenda. A few conclu-
sions, however, may be drawn. Most importantly, there are good 
arguments suggesting that to compare patterns oflanguage use and 
how they functioned in the antagonistic political systems of the 
twentieth century, fascist or Communist, democratic or post-total-
itarian, is a sensible way of approaching our subject and should 
not be rejected out of hand as illegitimate. The experiences and 
reflections of our five witnesses have shown that, in this respect, 
the Age of Extremes is indeed a meaningful unit of analysis. Of 
course, as Ruth Klüger has stressed, such comparisons are not 
about playing down the essential differences in the regimes' ide-
ologies, institutions, or propensity to violence. 96 But what they can 
do is to draw attention to the repetitive features of certain com-
municative practices which occur when people interact in situa-
tions of extreme power differentials. Probably none of these 
repetitive features is unique to the twentieth century. It could be 

95 Václav Havel, 'A Word about Words' (1989), in id., Open Letters, 377--89, at 389. The 
German version of this speech was read, in absentia, at the Frankfurt Book Fair on 15 Oct. 
1989. 

96 See also Ruth Wodak's critical remarks on comparisons which use false generaliza-
tions, equalize victimhood, de-historicize or de-contextualize the objects compared, and 
thereby serve to deny one's own guilt or shift it onto others, in her essay in this volume. 
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argued, however, that the political upheavals of this century have 
done much to make people more aware of their incisiveness. 
Raymond Wtlliams's realization that the meanings of keywords are 
contestable and dependent on social class; Reinhart Koselleck's 
insight that the basic concepts of our modern political and intellec-
tual life not only indicate underlying structural changes in history, 
but have also been powerful agents within processes of structure 
formation; Vasily Grossman's numerous examples of the impor-
tance of body language, subtle undertones, and sudden silences in 
creating an oppressive atmosphere in which nobody dares to speak 
out; Ruth Kliiger's insistence that racial or gender stereotypes can 
only be counteracted by finding a language of one's own; and, 
finally, Václav Havel's informed comments on how to avoid 
'evasive thinking', ritualized phraseologies, and abstract magic 
words: none of these findings could have been formulated so strik-
ingly without their author's very personal, and often physical expe-
riences in the Age of Extremes. Yet it is the repeatability of the 
situations referred to, and their comparability across national and 
ideological borders, which enables us to transform our authors' 
insights, and the terminologies they used to describe them, into 
valuable tools of analysis. 

Moreover, the works of at least two of our exemplary intellec-
tuals, Williams and Koselleck, demonstrate that in the course of 
the twentieth century, and increasingly so since the 1960s, the 
political significance of language has become a subject of wide-
ranging academic studies. These late twentieth- and early twenty-
first-century enquiries into political language are no longer 
confined to the domains of classical rhetoric and lexical semantics 
which dominated the field almost exclusively into the early twen-
tieth century.97 Equal attention is now being paid to the political 
relevance of patterns of argument, narratives, images, metaphors, 
rituals, symbols, and other discursive forms. Like classical rhetoric, 
however, these more recent enquiries into political language often 
have repercussions for, or are adaptable to, practical purposes. 

97 Recent scholars ofrhetoric extend the scope of their enquiries beyond the classical 
figures and genres of rhetoric into modern and contemporary forms oflanguage use which 
other scholars would deal with under different labels, such as discourse analysis or historical 
semantics. For a pronounced statement in favour of new directions in the study ofrhetoric 
see Nancy S. Struever, Rhetoric, Modality, Modernity (Chicago, 2009). Impressive outcomes of 
this broadening of scope are the following massive volumes: Gert Ueding (ed.), Historisches 
Wörterbuch der Rhetorik, 9 vols. (Tiibingen, 1992-2009). 
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Hence they cannot be seen in isolation from the phenomena they 
observe, but feed back into them in a circular movement. The 
scientization and politicization of language studies is itself a 
distinctive feature of the Age of Extremes. 98 

Within this field there is probably no better example of the co-
evolution and mutual reinforcing of research and practice than 
propaganda studies.99 Triggered by the First World War and 
becoming more systematic in the following decades, the scientific 
analysis of propaganda uncovered a broad range of mass-persua-
sion techniques which had been used by the belligerent powers to 
support the war effort. 100 There was a consensus, particularly in 
defeated Germany, but much less so in Britain, that propaganda 
had a decisive role in the Allied victory by destroying the morale 
of the German home front. 101 Hence propaganda was mystified 
as a most powerful weapon, particularly by leading propagandists 
of extremist movements of the left and the right, who vied for 
control over mass audiences. 102 In Britain, by contrast, during the 

98 The interplay between academic language studies and practical politics is an impor-
tant though somewhat neglected aspect of the general twentieth-century process of the 
'scientization of the social' described by Lutz Raphael in 'Die Verwissenschaftlichung des 
Sozialen als methodische und konzeptionelle Herausforderung für eine Sozialgeschichte 
des 20.Jahrhunderts', Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 22 (1996), 165-93.

99 An excellent historical overview of propaganda techniques which includes outlooks 
on their scientization in the twentieth century is Philip M. Taylor, Munitions ofthe Mind: A 
History of Propaganda from the Ancient World to the Present Day (3rd) edn. Manchester, 2003). Also 
useful are Bertrand Taithe and Tim Thornton (eds.), Propaganda: Political Rhetoric and Identity 
1300-2000 (London, 1999); and Ute Daniel and Wolfram Siemann (eds.), Propaganda: 
Meinungskampf, Verführung und politische Sinnstiftung 1789-1989 (Frankfurt, 1994). 

10° For the impact of the war generally see Taylor, Munitions, at 190-7. A pioneering 
study was Harold D. Lasswell, Propaganda Techniques in World War (London, 1927); on 
Lasswell and the development of British and American propaganda studies from the 1920s 
to the 1940s see James Farr, 'The New Science of Politics', in Ball and Bellamy (eds.), 
Twentieth-Century Political Thought 431-45, at 432-41. Attempts by the British government 
to improve propaganda during the war itself are discussed in Philip M. Taylor, British 
Propaganda in the Twentieth Century: Selling Democracy (Edinburgh, 1999), at 1-62; see also M. 
L. Sanders and Philip M. Taylor, British Propaganda during the First World War (Manchester, 
1982). French scholars and authorities tended to construct an antinomy between propa-
ganda and democracy; see Didier Georgakakis, La Republique contre la propagande: aux origines 
perdues de la communication d'Etat en France, 1917-1940 (Paris, 2004), at 105-53. On the other 
hand, the Bolsheviks were quite effective in observing their own propaganda efforts and 
learning from early mistakes; see Peter Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet Methods 
and Mass Mobilization, 1917-29 (Cambridge, 1985). 

101 Hitler's own views on this issue reflect mainstream German (right-wing) opinion in 
the 1920s and 1930s. See Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (563rd edn. Munich, 1941), at 193, 198-9, 
533-4; id., M;> Struggle (Cheap edn. London, 1935; repr. London, 1987), at 80-4, 88, 190-1. 

102 A Communist answer, written in exile, to Hitler's and Goebbels's glorification of 
their own propaganda was Willi Miinzenberg, Propaganda als Waffe (Paris, 1937). 
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1920s and 1930s, original pride gave way to critical voices and 
even shame because the 'atrocity propaganda' of the First World 
War was increasingly believed to have gone too far. 103 As the 
term 'propaganda' was often associated with political extremism, 
Western liberals in general became more reluctant during the 
inter-war period to adopt it for their own public communication 
policies; they preferred the term 'information'. Thus in France, 
what had been the Ministry of Propaganda under Léon Blum's 
popular front government was renamed 'commissariat de !'infor-
mation' under Daladier; Franklin D. Roosevelt chose to call the 
agency which coordinated US propaganda efforts the Office of 
War lnformation; 104 and the British, too, called their authority 
responsible for supervising and instructing the BBC and other 
propaganda agencies the Ministry of Information. 10s 

From the early 1930s on, the radio, as a new medium, held a 
particular fascination for scholars and practitioners of propaganda. 
Unlike any other medium, it was capable ofreaching listeners col-
lectively as well as individually in their homes. At the same time, 
the radio could create communities of simultaneous experience 
within nations and even across national borders. Moreover, as an 
oral medium, its appeal went beyond the literate classes to include 
the whole population, even children. These features made broad-
casting particularly attractive for totalitarian regimes. 106 Goebbels's 
apparent success in using broadcasts to mobilize German public 

Miinzenberg, chief propagandist of the KPD and a member of the Reichstag until 1933, had 
been the leading figure of a media empire comprising several Communist newspapers and 
two 'proletarian' film production companies during the Weimar Republic. Another impor-
tant figure in this context was Serge Chakotin. His attempts in the early 1930s to deconstruct 
Nazi propaganda in order to organize an effective Social Democratic response came too late 
to stop Hitler's accession to power and were first published in Danish exile: Sergei 
Tschachotin, Dreipfeil gegen Hakenkreuz (Copenhagen, 1933). An extended French version, 
partly censored by a French government then still afraid of offending Hitler, was published 
in 1939: Serge Tchakhotine, Le Vwl des foules par la propaganda politique (Paris, 1939); and finally, 
an English translation appeared one year later in the United States: Serge Chakotin, The 
Rape of the Masses: The Psychology of Totalitarian Political Propaganda (New York, 1940). 

103 See Siân Nicholas in this volume. 
104 See Olaf Stieglitz in this volume. 105 See Nicholas in this volume. 
106 Early National Socialist experiences with the new medium are reviewed in Eugen 

Hadamowsky, Der Rundfunk im Dienste des Volksführung (Leipzig, 1934). The extension of the 
political sphere through the radio and its specific advantage, orality, in the Soviet Union 
during the same period is explored by Jurij Murasov, 'Sowjetisches Ethos und radiofizierte 
Schrift: Radio, Literatur und die Entgrenzung des Politischen in den frühen dreiBiger 
Jahren der so'ajetischen Kultur', in Ute Frevert and Wolfgang Braungart (eds.), Sprachen des 
Politischen: Medien und Medialität in der Geschichte (Gottingen, 2004), 217-45.
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opinion in favour of Hitler's war policies accelerated efforts in 
Western democracies to explore the possibilities offered by the 
wireless. However, as Siân Nicholas has shown, it was some time 
before the BBC, in a process of trial and error rather than guided 
by research results, found effective ways of countering German 
radio propaganda. 107 The same can be said of French public and 
private radio stations during the 'phoney' phase of the war. 108 It 
was only from the middle years of the Second World War that 
radio research became more systematic, particularly in the 
USA. 109 From then on and all through the Cold War, scientific 
propaganda research in general and subsequent activity in the 
USA, Britain, and other Western countries, was increasingly initi-
ated by non-governmental or quasi-governmental organizations. 
They were supported by national governments who sought to 
improve their own capacity to persuade, and aimed to educate 
their citizens to be alert to the secret tricks of their enemies. 110 As 
a side effect, propaganda research contributed to developing the-
ories and methods of textual analysis, for instance quantitative 
semantics and content analysis, whose relevance now extends far 
beyond their original purpose of explaining the functioning of 
home or enemy propaganda. 111 Thus the more refined versions of 
content analysis are now practically indistinguishable from corpus-
based approaches to discourse analysis, despite their different 
origins and theoretical foundations.112 

107 Siân Nicholas, The Eclw of War: Home Front Propaganda and the Wartime BBC 1939""""1945 
(Manchester, 1996), the quotation ibid. at 8. See also Nicholas's contribution in this 
volume. 

IOB See Jean-Louis Cremieux-Brilhac, Les Français de l'an 40, 2 vols. (Paris, 1990), i. 
297-312 and 274-6. 

109 First results were published in Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Radio Research 1942-43 (New York, 
1944); Ernst Kris and Hans Speier, German Radio Propaganda: Report on Home Broadcasting 
during the War (New York, 1944). 

110 For the 'de-centred' organization of wartime propaganda in the USA see Stieglitz 
in this volume. See also the comparison between American and West German anti-
Communist propaganda activities by Thomas Mergel, in this volume. 

111 Alexander L. George, Propaganda Analysis: A Study of Inferences Made .from Nazi 
Propaganda in World War II (Evanston, Ill., 1959) focuses strongly on methods, especially 
content analysis; Harold D. Lasswell and Nathan C. Leites, The Language of Politics: Studies 
in Quantitative Semantics (Cambridge, Mass., 1949; 2nd edn. 1965) looks at quantitative 
approaches; and Elke Blumenauer, 'Die Erforschung der NS-Propaganda und die 
Entwicklung der Inhaltsanalyse in den Vereinigten Staaten', in Jurgen Wilke (ed.), 
Pressepolitik und Propaganda: Historische Studien vom Vormärz bis zum Kalten Krieg (Cologne, 1997), 
257-83,concentrates on content analysis. 

112 For an introduction to corpus-based discourse analysis see Tony McEnery and 
Andrew Wilson, Corpus Linguistics:An Introduction (2nd edn. Edinburgh, 2008). 
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Research and practice do not always appear as closely inter-
twined as in propaganda studies during the era of the world wars 
and the early Cold War. But even the historical enquiries of the 
1960s and 1970s into early modern or nineteenth-century uses of 
political terms, as in the case ofWilliams's Keywords and Koselleck's 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, were not completely separated from con-
temporary concerns and regularly had some repercussions, if only 
theoretical or methodological, on ongoing political debates. This 
connection between scholarly work and practical politics is 
explored in two essays towards the end of this book, one on post-
war West Germany, the other on post-war Britain. Martin Geyer 
looks at how research on political language in West Germany was 
sparked off in the 1950s and early 1960s by the persistent use of 
Nazi vocabulary in the public sphere. This research on Nazi lan-
guage contributed to an increasing sensitivity to the mobilizing 
power of socio-political terms in general. 113 Geyer goes on to 
explain how, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, academic studies on 
concepts and terms were driven by, and fed back into, the intense 
party-political strife of that time between German Christian 
Democrats, Social Democrats, and extra-parliamentary opposition 
movements. The emergence of conceptual history as a method is 
thus situated and explained as occupying a particular place in the 
intellectual and party-political context of West Germany after 1945. 
Similarly, in his essay on social historians of post-war Britain, 
Gareth Stedman Jones retraces how the work of scholars such as 
Raymond Williams and E. P. Thompson, who accepted the pre-
discursive primacy of 'class' for the formation of experience, was 
shaped not only by a Marxist, but even more by a peculiarly 
English vision of history, articulated above all by Carlyle. In his 
vision of history spoken words were only a 'superficial film', 
whereas 'real' history could only be discerned in the inarticulate 
doings of the people.114 From the 1970s, this Anglo-Marxist view of 

113 This point is also made by Thomas Mergel in this volume. For a thorough linguistic 
analysis of the ongoing contests about 'guilt' between perpetrators and victims in the first 
decade after the war see Heidrun Kämper, Der Schulddiskurs in der frühen Nachkriegszeit: Ein 
Beitrag zur Geschichte des sprachlichen Umbruchs nach 1945 (Berlin, 2005). See also her dictionary 
of the relevant terms and strategies of argument in this debate, Opfer-Täter-Nichttäter 
Ein Wiirterbuch zum Schulddiskurs 1945-1955 (Berlin, 2007). The importance of the Western 
Allies' attempts to regulate and de-Nazify public language use in their occupation zones is 
explored by Dirk Deissler, Die entnazifizierte Sprache: Sprachpolitik und Sprachregelung in der 
Besatzungszeit (Frankfurt, 2006). 

114 Gareth Stedman Jones, in this volume; the quotation of Carlyle at p. 342. 
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history was challenged,Jones continues, on the one hand by the 
slow disintegration followed by the sudden destruction of traditional 
English working-class life in the Thatcher years. It was challenged 
on the other hand by a new generation of historians who adopted 
the 'linguistic turn' precisely because 'class', as conceived by 
Thompson or Williams, no longer seemed to work as an explana-
tory variable for contemporary and earlier historical processes. 

Similar points concerning the repercussions of political ideolo-
gies and events on the academic study of political language, and 
vice versa, could be made with regard to other individual 
researchers or schools, regardless of whether their disciplinary 
backgrounds are in political theory, history, linguistics, cultural 
anthropology, or the social sciences. More or less explicit thoughts 
on contemporary politics and its analysis are discernible, quite 
obviously, in Michel Foucault's entire work on the repressive force 
of discourses. But they are also present, for instance, in the history 
of liberal and republican ideas 'in context' as conceived by 
Quentin Skinner and]. G. A. Pocock, 115 in Michael Freeden's 
studies of competing ideologies such as liberalism, conservatism, 
and socialism, 116 in the enquiries into 'languages of class' as prac-
tised by Gareth Stedman Jones, 11 7 or in Critical Discourse 
Analysis as demonstrated in this volume's final chapter by Ruth 
Wodak's trenchant analysis ofracist and anti-Semitic stereotyping 
in the Austrian 'liberal' party's election campaigns of the 1990s. I 18

115 Both authors have published collections of their most important theoretical, method-
ological, and political essays: Quentin Skinner, Visions ofPolitics, 3 vols. (Cambridge, 2002); 
J. G. A. Pocock, Political Thought and History: Essays on Theory and Method (Cambridge, 2009). 
An excellent introduction to Skinner's work and its political implications is Kari Palonen, 
Quentin Sir.inner: History Politics, Rhetoric (Cambridge, 2003). 

116 Michael Freeden, Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach (Oxford, 1996); 
see also his collection of essays, Liberal Languages: Ideological Imaginations and Twentieth-Century 
Progressive Thought (Princeton, 2005), and id., Ideology: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 2003), 
at 51 for his analytical definition of 'ideologies' as 'complex combinations and clusters of 
political concepts in sustained patterns'. Freeden goes on to state that ideologies attempt 
'to end the inevitable contention over concepts by decontesting them, by removing their 
meaning from contest' (ibid. 54), and also that ideologies 'compete over the control of polit-
ical language as well as competing over plans for public policy' (ibid. 55). In this introduc-
tion the term 'ideology' is used in Freeden's sense. 

117 Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages of Class: Studies in English Working-Class History 
(Cambridge, 1983). This book, and especially the essay on Chartism (ibid. 90-178), set off 
an unusually polemical debate which was not only about methods, but also about the rel-
evance of Marxism in contemporary Britain. 

118 On Critical Discourse Analysis in general see Ruth Wodak (ed.), Methods of Critical 
Discourse Analysis (2nd edn. Los Angeles, 2009). 
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These preoccupations of academic research with practical or nor-
mative concerns are in no sense regrettable. There is no such 
thing as absolutely value-free scholarship with a subject like polit-
ical language, even if one examines historical periods far more 
distant than the Short Twentieth Century, the ideological conflicts 
of which are still, to an extent, our own. 

This is not the place to discuss these various, and different, 
approaches to the study of past and present political languages. 119 

For this book is not dedicated primarily to exploring the advan-
tages of one special set of theories and methods over others. 
Rather, the book's research agenda is, above all, object centred. 
At the core of the volume are empirical studies of the political uses 
of language in a particular historical period, the Age of Extremes. 
Its overall aim is to develop a better understanding of this period's 
distinctiveness with regard to the functions and purposes of lan-
guage use under conditions of extreme ideological confrontation, 
terror, and violence. Within this framework most of the book's 
case studies assume the perspectives of one or several individuals, 
or groups, who were either subjected to these conditions or sought 
to uphold their positions of power through more or less conscious 
linguistic moves. Agents might undertake such moves for a variety 
of purposes: preserving spheres of private expression; extending 
unrestrained public speech; creating boundaries of the speakable 
for others; forging new communities and excluding supposed 
aliens, to name but a few. 

Thus in addition to being object centred, the book's essays are 
also agent centred in their approach. In this respect, they differ 
from the stricter variants of discourse analysis in the tradition of 
the early Foucault's Archaeology of Knowledge, 120 even if some essays 
are clearly inspired by the later Foucault's theories of governmen-
tality, normalization, and techniques of regulating the self. This 
theoretical framework plays a part in Olaf Stieglitz's essay on the 
discursive and pictorial construction of enemies, spies, traitors, and 

119 A useful introduction to various shades of discourse analysis applied to contempo-
rary problems is Ruth Wodak and Michal Krzyzanowski (eds.), Qualitative Discourse Analysis 
in the Social Sciences (Basingstoke, 2008). For recent debates on historical semantics and con-
ceptual history see Willibald Steinmetz, 'VierzigJahre Begriffsgeschichte: The State of the 
Art', in Heidrun Kämper and Ludwig M. Eichinger (eds.), Sprache-Kognition-Kultur: 
Sprache zwischen mentaler Struktur und kultureller Prägung (Berlin, 2008), 174-97. 

120 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London, 1972; first published in French, 
1969). 
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the figure of the 'alert citizen' in the USA during the Second 
World War. It is also significant in Igal Halfin's contribution on 
the ways in which members of the Russian 'intelligentsia' tried to 
re-fashion themselves as faithful party members in the course of 
Bolshevik party purges and admissions procedures during the 
1920s. But here, too, as in all other essays, there is a desire to 
describe the speech acts of identifiable actors. Their individual 
names may be of secondary importance; their utterances may be 
cited as examples of patterns of speech rather than for any unique-
ness in personal style or content, as is the case in Halfin's piece or 
in Isabel Richter's essay on prisoners' defence strategies in Nazi 
Germany. Yet individual agency, not only of 'subalterns' or 
victims, but also of those in power-state prosecutors, judges, high 
party officials, chief ideologues, propagandists-is an important 
explanatory variable in these as well as all other contributions. 

Another important characteristic of this volume is that 'lan-
guage', our prime object of interest, is understood here in a broad 
sense. Hence the book includes essays focusing on verbal, as well 
as visual and audible signs. Examples areJudith Devlin's inter-
pretation of an exhibition of paintings of Stalin in the Moscow 
Tretyakov Gallery, Stieglitz's essay on the US popular print 
media's depiction of the Japanese and German enemies during 
the Second World War, and Siân Nicholas's essay on the special 
'tone' of BBC radio broadcasts against Hitler. Along with an 
analysis of the sounds and images themselves, these contributions 
deal with the respective communicative spaces and mass media-
picture galleries, posters, cartoon series, radio transmissions-the 
specific 'material' qualities of which had an impact on what the 
signs might mean in the respective situations. In the case of the 
wartime BBC, for example, Nicholas shows that the success of 
broadcasts with listeners depended not only on the vocabulary 
used and the 'tone' of the speakers' voices, but also on the correct 
choice of format: news, serious documentary series, light talks, 
comedy, or music programmes. Making too much fun of Nazi 
leaders was banned from the BBC soon after the war broke out, 
and vulgar sarcasm or comic songs about Nazis repeatedly caused 
angry reactions within the BBC and from listeners. The specific-
ities of the radio itself as a medium, the fact that the BBC was 
seen as the 'guest in the home' and therefore expected to maintain 
a certain standard of decorum, was responsible for a certain 
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restraint from satire and a much toned-down aggressiveness 
against the Germans compared to other media such as the 
popular press, cheap popular literature, cartoons, material objects 
like playing cards, and films. 

While some essays concentrate on the impact of the mass 
media and the propaganda effects brought about by the interplay 
between texts, images, and sounds, others emphasize the ambigu-
ous messages made possible by the propagandists' more or less 
conscious borrowings from traditional languages. Among these, 
religious myths, symbols, and narratives receive particular atten-
tion in this volume. An exemplary case is provided by the paint-
ings of Stalin displayed in the 1937 exhibition in the Tretyakov 
Gallery. In her analysisjudith Devlin shows how these paintings 
recalled religious iconography and implicitly drew on religious 
legends of martyrdom and salvation which, despite official sup-
pression of the Orthodox Church, were still present in people's 
minds. In the 1930s, open references to religious feelings were of 
course taboo. Hence, on a more superficial level, the paintings 
presented themselves as visualizations of another mythical lan-
guage, the language of romantic adventure tales and folklore. This 
emotional, popular language was tolerated, Devlin argues, even 
encouraged by the regime to enhance its appeal. Elements of reli-
gious language were contained in this popular language as a sub-
text. Thus, by means of these paintings, Stalin's propagandists, 
perhaps unknowingly, managed to effect an unobtrusive transfer 
of legitimacy from a traditional, religious belief system to the new 
cult of Stalin's leadership. By comparison, the fascist leadership 
cult of Mussolini, as interpreted in Emilio Gentile's essay, made a 
much more pronounced use of emotional appeals to religious con-
cepts and symbols; so much so that for some proponents of the 
regime the fascist language, or fascistese, as Gentile terms it, 
became a religious belief system in and of itsel£ 

In addition to religious language, family narratives and imagery 
form another reservoir traditionally exploited in political struggles. 
While religious messages were apparently well suited to twenti-
eth-century dictators such as Mussolini, Stalin, and Hitler, who 
wanted to build up or sustain an image as the long-awaited sav-
iours of their peoples, family narratives could be put to broader 
use and serve a great variety of political purposes, legitimizing as 
well as polemical or destructive ones. Rulers, whether dictators, 
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kings, or democratically elected leaders, could be represented as 
benevolent patriarchs, but also accused of being bad fathers or 
husbands, who had betrayed their 'families', that is, their peoples. 
A twentieth-century example of applied family narratives is the 
propaganda duel, fought out via radio broadcasts, symbolic 
actions, printed and pictorial media, between Marshal Pétain and 
General de Gaulle in the months and years following the French 
defeat of June 1940. Both leaders enacted their struggle for the 
soul of France, conceived of as a female figure, and the hearts of 
Frenchmen and Frenchwomen, as a family drama with varying 
scenes.121 In doing so, Pétain and de Gaulle continued traditions 
of politicized family narratives already in place during the old 
French monarchy and the French Revolution. 122 Family rhetoric 
was also prominent in Stalinist Russia. Not only was Stalin himself 
praised as a foresighted father, the Russian country imagined as 
a mother, and the Soviet citizens belittled as children, but loyalty 
to this grand Soviet family was vigorously promoted against the 
upholding of confidential ties and privacy within smaller, natural 
families. 123 Thus the strategy of projecting family narratives and 
metaphors onto the political game seems to be as widely used as 
the application of religious imagery and language to political 
leaders. 

Yet, there appears to be a difference between these strategies. 
Whereas the establishment of a political religion centred on a 
secular charismatic ruler or a particular regime requires the demise 

121 See the analysis of this duel in Freudian terms by Jean-Pierre Guichard, De Gaulle 
et les mass-média: l'image du Général (Paris, 1985), at 341-63. 

122 On 'family narratives' as a category for analysing eighteenth-century disputes 
between supporters of the French monarchy and the revolutionaries, see Lynn Hunt, The 
Family Romance of the French Revolution (Berkeley, 1992). More generally on the family 
metaphor in political contexts, see Francesca Rigotti, Die Macht und ihre Metaphem 
(Frankfurt, 1994), at 77-114. 

123 On the 'familiarization of the political' in the visual language of Soviet films see 
Sabine Haensgen, 'Die Familiarisierung des Politischen im Kino der Stalinzeit: Zur 
Filmkomodie als Genre sowjetischer Popularkultur', in Frevert and Haupt (eds.), Neue 
Politikgeschichte, 115-39. How children were made 'familiar' with Lenin and Stalin is 
explained by Catriona Kelly, 'Grandpa Lenin and Uncle Stalin: Soviet Leader Cults for 
Little Children', in Balazs Apor et al. (eds.), The Leader Cult in Communist Dictatorships: Stalin 
and the Eastern Bloc (Basingstoke, 2004), 102-22; rival family narratives depending on the 
ethnic background of addressees are explored by Jan Plamper, 'Georgian Koba or Soviet 
"Father of Peoples"? The Stalin Cult and Ethnicity', ibid. 123-40; see also Klaus Gestwa, 
'Social und soul engineering unter Stalin und Chruschtschow, 1928-1964', in Thomas 
Etzemüller (ed.), Die Ordnung der Modeme: Social Engineering im 20. Jahrhundert (Bielefeld, 2009), 
241-77, at 258-64. 
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of traditional, church-bound religion, at least among significant 
segments within a society, no comparable process of emancipation 
is necessary for the transfer of family imagery to the political 
sphere. The very concept of a 'political religion' reacts to an envi-
ronment which has already undergone a certain degree of secular-
ization, understood here in the sense of a widespread acceptance 
that religion should be separate from other spheres of life, such as 
politics or the economy. 124 Convinced Christians or Muslims in 
the twenty-first century would probably reject this idea of separa-
tion, an idea which a majority of Europeans seem to have 
embraced during the Short Twentieth Century. For firm believers, 
religious language is political and political language is religious; in 
their view, the very concept of a 'political religion' is a tautology. 
Whether the speakers offascistese in Mussolini's Italy belonged to 
the category of firm believers and genuinely accepted fascism as a 
religion tout court, or whether they were merely hypocrites or cynics 
who adopted religious vocabularies and imagery for propaganda 
purposes, may be difficult to decide. A close reading of the relevant 
texts may well reveal evidence to support both hypotheses. Yet 
ambiguous cases like this seem to be the exception rather than the 
rule in twentieth-century European political discourse. 

As far as Europe is concerned, it can be regarded as a distinc-
tive feature of twentieth-century political struggles that politicians 
and peoples were, in general, disposed to draw a clear line, only 
to be crossed in exceptional circumstances, between 'religious' and 
genuinely 'political' vocabularies, images, or narratives. On the 
other hand, Ronald Reagan's rhetoric of the empire of 'evil' 
during the final phase of the Cold War and President Bush's 
extension of this rhetoric to global culture wars after the events of 
9/ 11 remind us that in the USA, and even more so in other parts 
of the world, the blurring of the distinction between 'religious' and 
'political' linguistic repertoires has always been an option, if not 
the norm. 125 That there is a European-American divide on this 
issue is confirmed by Thomas Mergel's finding that early Cold 

124 This is also stressed by Emilio Gentile, Politics as Religion (Princeton, 2006), at pp. 
xiv-xvii. In addition to the separation of a religious from a worldly sphere, 'secularization' 
may have at least two other meanings: first, a general decline in religious belief; and sec-
ondly a 'privatization' of religious practice. For these conceptual distinctions see José 
Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago, 1994). 

125 See Sandra Silberstein, War of Words: Language, Politics and 9/ JI (London, 2004), at 
40-2 and 46-55. 
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War anti-Communism in the USA inscribed itself into a world 
view which conceived of Communism as a false political religion 
as opposed to the true one, which was supposed to have been real-
ized by 'God's own people' in America itself and the Western 
world. By contrast, Mergel explains, West German post-war anti-
Communism, although no less vigorous, was devoid of such theo-
logical overtones when describing West Germany's democratic 
position, not least because of the deliberate desire of post-war 
West Germans to distance themselves from the religious self-
descriptions of the Hitler regime. In West Germany, the label of 
a--secularized-political religion was attached only to the oppo-
site side, the Soviet Communists, who in this respect too were 
declared to resemble the Nazis. 

Whether couched in religious terms or not, demonizing alien 
powers, internal enemies, or unwanted categories of people, such 
as migrants or Jews, has been a feature common to all political 
systems and all periods of history, especially at times of real or 
imagined threat from outside. Many exclusionary discursive 
strategies have a very long shelf-life. Christian anti-Judaism is one 
of them. Thus, to quote Mergel once more, US Senator Joseph 
McCarthy found the 'un-American' Communists who betrayed 
America even worse thanJudas who had betrayedJesus Christ. 
And Ruth Wodak points out that even at the turn of the twenty-
first century, the same age-old Christian anti-Semitic stereotypes 
of the 'traitorous' and 'vengeful' Jew are still sufficiently present in 
collective awareness that politicians allude to them and audiences 
understand them in European countries with strong anti-Semitic 
traditions, such as in her case Austria. 

However, languages other than the politico-theological are 
available for achieving the verbal exclusion of alien enemies on 
the one hand, and the inclusion of those supposed to belong to 
imagined communities on the other. Thus metaphors of space 
and inside-outside relations, for example the metaphor of 'con-
tainment', played a prominent part in the Cold War. 126 Several 
essays in this book address the issue of how political actors tried to 
forge communities while excluding or annihilating others by 
verbal means. In this context, the use of metaphors derived from 
gardening, medicine, and personal hygiene, particularly images 

126 See Paul A. Chilton, Security Metaphors: Cold War Discourse from Containment to Common 
House (New York, 1996). 
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of eradicating weeds, parasites, or bacteria by chemical, surgical, 
or biotechnical means, had been increasing since the late nine-
teenth century and reached a peak in the middle decades of the 
twentieth. 127 The most brutal example, and one in which the 
murderous deeds surpassed the brutality of words and images, 
was, of course, National Socialist anti-Semitic discourse. 128 

Metaphors of pests to be weeded out were also applied to the 
kulaks during the years of Stalinist terror, while at the same time 
the valuable bodies of Socialist workers had to be cultivated like 
garden plants. 129 At the height of the Second World War even 
semi-official propagandists in democratic countries did not hesi-
tate to use dehumanizing images, as when the Japanese were 
depicted as insects in an American Marine Corps magazine. 130 

Similar metaphors that equated Communists with diseases such 
as cancer or tuberculosis which supposedly infected the political 
corpus of the American nation lived on into the Cold War. 131 In 
post-war West Germany, however, this 'language of hygiene' 
(Mergel) as applied to Communists was restrained or even expli-
citly rejected, again because of its close association with National 
Socialism. Older ethnicizing and racist stereotypes of the 
Russians, threatening to 'flood' West Germany and its new 
Western allies with 'Asiatic', violent hordes, assumed the function 
of drawing a line between 'us' and 'them'. Moreover, during the 
1950s and 1960s, West German media and politicians not infre-
quently tried to discredit the policies of Soviet Communism and 
its satellites in the East German government by equating them 
with National Socialist methods. 

On the other side of the Berlin Wall as well, the ideological 
opponent was equated with Nazism. Ralph Jessen's analysis of 
official languages of inclusion and exclusion in the German 
Democratic Republic underlines the fact that Ulbricht's and 

127 See Sarah Jansen, 'Schädlinge': Geschichte eines wissenschaftlichen und politischen Konstrukts 
(Frankfurt, 2003); Philipp Sarasin, 'Die Visualisierung des Feindes: Über metaphorische 
Technologien der frühen Bakteriologie', Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 30 (2004), 250-76; 
Christoph Gradmann, 'Invisible Enemies: Bacteriology and the Language of Politics in 
Imperial Germany', Science in Context, 13 (2000), 9-30.

128 An example is the propaganda film Der ewige Jude (The Etema!Jew) by Fritz Hippler, 
released in 1940. This film's sources are explored by Stig Homs0j-M0ller and David 
Culbert, "'Der ewige Jude" (1940): Joseph Goebbels' Unequalled Monument to Anti-
Semitism', Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, 12 (1992), 41-69. 

129 See Gestwa, 'Social  und soul engineering, 265-7.
130 See Stieglitz in this volume. 131 See Mergel in this volume. 
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Honecker's propagandists tried to establish a specific GDR iden-
tity by dissociating its history from the National Socialist past and 
emphasizing instead the East German people's orientation 
towards a common future in the great family of Socialist coun-
tries. Responsibility for National Socialism was shifted onto the 
old elites and capitalists who continued to dominate West 
Germany, which was thus portrayed as the sole representative of 
the negative strands in the German past. This version of history 
was made plausible by carefully orchestrated scandals exposing 
the real or alleged Nazi past of prominent West German politi-
cians.Jessen discusses several other rhetorical strategies that were 
designed to strengthen the ever precarious inner cohesion of the 
GDR. According to his analysis, none of them ever gained broad 
acceptance below the level of ritualized public communication; 
the exception was a specific 'GDR language of community', a 
harmonizing language which suggested that all 'classes' of the 
GDR were united in their efforts to work for the benefit of the 
whole. Vestiges of that language,Jessen claims, still live on in the 
discourses of nostalgia for the GDR perpetuated by some seg-
ments of the East German population within reunified Germany. 
Jessen's most important finding, however, and one which contin-
ues Václav Havel's reflections, concerns the value of ritualized 
language use as a symbol of unity and a practice which actually 
reinforced integration as long as GDR citizens paid at least lip 
service to the prescribed formula. Towards the end of the Age of 
Extremes, then, the radical ideology which had marked its begin-
nings, Soviet Communism, had become a standardized language, 
and not only in the GDR. 

It was clearly different in the early stages of Soviet Com-
munism, the decade after the October Revolution of 1917. The 
rituals of soul-searching, narrating one's own autobiography, and 
questioning those who aspired to become, or wanted to remain, 
good Bolshevik revolutionaries were then only in the making. Igal 
Halfin's close reading of documents of local party proceedings in 
the 1920s reveals that categorizations of class-affiliation and nar-
rative strategies to describe ideal life-trajectories of true Bolsheviks 
were still in flux and could not be directed fully from the centre. 
During the 1920s, candidates for party membership experimented 
with different models of telling their own life stories. Members of 
local purge and admissions committees possessed considerable 
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leeway in interpreting the signs of whole-hearted belief or of 
adhering to old habits, while local statisticians were active in 
reconfiguring the class profiles of applicants and in defining new 
categories, such as the 'toiling intelligentsia'. In the early Soviet 
Union then, paying lip service to some standardized formula, as 
in Czechoslovakia or in the GDR from the 1960s to the 1980s, 
was not sufficient. True, as Halfin makes clear, there were limits 
to what could be said, if a life story was to be credible, but within 
these limits variation was possible-and even necessary. The 
question remains, when and why did the kind of ritualized lan-
guage described by Havel andJessen become normality in the 
realm of Soviet Communism? 

A possible answer worth pursuing might be that ritualization 
set in as a response to the extreme unpredictability of what was 
deemed politically correct speech and behaviour. If it is true that 
Soviet citizens exposed to purges or interrogations had no clear 
guidelines for how to tell their story or state their case, then the 
outcome of such proceedings was unpredictable. As long as expul-
sion from the party was the only consequence of choosing the 
wrong words, people could live with this unpredictability. But 
from the moment when the outcome almost routinely became a 
matter of life and death, that is, from the beginning of the Stalinist 
terror waves, knowing how to speak and behave politically cor-
rectly was essential for survival. The problem during the terror 
years was that nobody except Stalin himself, and, perhaps, a few 
mysterious individuals around him, could know beforehand what 
kind of utterance was required, or might be tolerated, by the 
'party line' valid at that moment. For the rank-and-file party 
members, and even for the highest party leaders, not to mention 
opponents of the regime, this was an unbearable situation. 132 

Establishing rituals oflinguistic performance was an escape from 
that situation, an escape which was necessary above all in order to 
re-stabilize the ruling parties themselves. After some relapses, that 
escape finally became possible in the years after 1953/6. Whether 
we should imagine the establishment of these rituals as the 
outcome of deliberate choices or as a creeping process remains an 

132 Vivid contemporary descriptions of this dilemma by an ex-Communist can be found 
in Wolfgang Leonhard, Die Revolution entläßt ihre Kinder (Cologne, 1955), at 3g-40, 222, 226-7, 
and 240-5; cf. the (abridged) English trans. Child of the Revolution (Chicago, 1958), at 45-6, 
243, and 248-9.
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open question. 133 The paradox is that the linguistic routines 
which were meant to re-stabilize the ruling parties in the end 
contributed to destabilizing their regimes. 

Compared to these long waves of shifting relations between lan-
guage use and power in the realm of Soviet Communism, those 
within the National Socialist, fascist, and authoritarian regimes of 
central and southern Europe were relatively brief, with the possi-
ble exception of Franco's Spain and Salazar's Portugal, 134 so their 
rulers and subjects could scarcely develop similarly routinized uses 
of ideologized language. This might at least be viewed as a 
hypothesis worth testing. Its tacit acceptance may be the reason 
why scholars of fascist and National Socialist languages have long 
tended to separate the official fascist or Nazi idioms and propa-
ganda from the ordinary use of language by individuals under 
Mussolini's or Hitler's regimes, and to treat them, in fact, as two 
distinct fields of enquiry. The assumption underlying this distinc-
tion was that Italians under fascism and Germans under Nazism 
were themselves able to draw a clear line between the official ide-
ology and their own ordinary language. This, however, is any-
thing but self-evident. In Germany, doubts about its validity have 
increased since there has been a marked shift of focus from study-
ing the (public, propagandistic) language use of National Socialism 
to investigating (private, everyday) language use during the Third 
Reich. 135 

The reach of official ideology into ordinary people's writings 
and conversations has thus become more obvious. But what needs 

133 The creeping-process hypothesis is more plausible; a good example, again referring 
to the GDR, is provided by Sandrine Kott's analysis of growing linguistic conformity and 
its depoliticizing effects on the oral and written documents produced by socialist work 
teams (Brigaden). See Sandrine Kott, 'Entpolitisierung des Politischen: Formen und 
Grenzen der Kommunikation zwischen Personen in der DDR', in Moritz Follmer (ed.), 
Sehnsucht nach Nähe: Interpersonale Kommunikalion in Deutschland seit dem 19. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 
2004), 215-28. See also Mary Fulbrook, The People's State: East German Society from Hitler to 
Honecker (New Haven, 2005), at 257-60 (on 'channelled discussions') and 271-86 (on 
ambivalences between standardized phrases and individual ways of playing the system in 
citizens' communications, the so-called Eingaben).

134 Studies of twentieth-century political language in the Iberian peninsula are rare, 
but see now as a starting point for Spain the magnificent historical dictionary of concepts 
by Javier Fernandez Sébastián andJuan Francisco Fuentes (eds.), Diccionario político y social 
de/ siglo XX español (Madrid, 2008). See also Michael Scotti-Rosin, Die Sprache der Falange und 
des Salazarismus: Eine vergleichende Untersuchung zur politischen Lexikalogie des Spanischen und 
Portugiesischen (Frankfurt, 1982). 

135 For further discussion of this shift and the relevant literature see the contributions 
by Linke and Geyer, both in this volume. 
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to be explored more thoroughly is the precise interconnection, or 
the continuous flows back and forth, between the two commu-
nicative spheres. To what degree, when, and for what purposes 
did ordinary Germans-civilians and soldiers-adopt the terms 
and phrases that Goebbels's propaganda apparatus offered them? 
How selective were their appropriations of official Nazi idioms? 
And, conversely, were there instances when the Nazi authorities 
themselves adapted their own public language to what was said 
in the streets or written in private letters? In recent years, some 
progress has been made in approaching these questions. The 
German armed forces postal service, the Feldpost, has received par-
ticular attention. Millions of letters were exchanged every week 
between soldiers at the various fronts and their families and 
friends at home. Careful semantic analyses of significant samples 
have shown that ordinary Germans, in general, were much more 
ready than had been assumed to adopt National Socialist phrase-
ologies and terms. 136 This inclination was not solely an outcome 
of censorship. In fact, no one was forced to express a firm belief 
in the Führer in private letters, as there were enough 'harmless' 
topics like food, health, or family matters to discuss. Silence was 
always an option here. An even more important finding, however, 
does not concern the explicit adoptions of Nazi propaganda mes-
sages or ideological terms, but points to a deeper level of agree-
ment between National Socialists and ordinary Germans brought 
about by the ubiquitous use of certain basic, inconspicuous 
metaphors or axioms such as, for example, expressions of a desire 
for purity. 137 Writing about purity on the Eastern Front could 
apply to personal hygiene and, at the same time, to fears for the 
health of the imagined collective body of the German people that 
had to be 'cleansed' of 'parasites'; the metaphors of 'purity' and 
'cleansing' served as a kind of bridge between everyday concerns 

aabout dirt and the readiness of soldiers and civilians to collude 
with mass killings of Jews, Red Army commissars, and so-called 
'partisans'. 

A very different communicative space in which official National 
Socialist language was, in part adopted and transformed, in part 

136 The best study so far is Sven Oliver Müller, Deutsche Soldaten und ihre Feinde: 
Nationalismus an Front und Heimatfront im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Frankfurt, 2007). 

137 On the purity topos in Feldpost letters see Michaela Kipp, "'GroBreinemachen im 
Osten": Sauberkeitsvorstellungen und Feindbilder im NS-Vernichtungskrieg in Osteuropa 
1939-1944/ 45' (Ph.D. thesis, University of Bielefeld, 2008). 
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rejected, by individuals is examined in this volume by Isabel 
Richter. The individuals she examines were definitely not follow-
ers, but opponents of the regime who had been accused of acts of 
high treason before the National Socialist People's Court, the 
Volksgerichtshof.138 Richter analyses pre-trial Gestapo interrogations 
on the one hand, and post-trial clemency pleas by the convicted 
prisoners on the other. Not surprisingly, in the latter case prison-
ers regularly distanced themselves from their past left-wing ideas, 
expressed their unreserved wish to be part of the Volksgemeinschaft, 
and promised to work for the war effort. To this extent they con-
formed to what they believed were the expected catchwords of 
the National Socialist idiom. But Richter also finds 'verbal frag-
ments' of resistance in the interrogation transcripts, utterances of 
allegiance to Socialist or Communist values which helped the pris-
oners to stabilize an alternative vision of the self and of political 
belonging, even in the face of impending death sentences. 

Defiance of National Socialist ideology and phraseology could 
go much further in the most secret form of (written) communica-
tion, diaries. In her essay looking at a number of examples of dis-
sidents' diaries under the Third Reich, Heidrun Kämper focuses 
on the linguistic techniques which allowed the diarists to develop 
private languages of their own in an environment of denunciation 
and imminent danger of arrest. She finds that techniques varied 
considerably, ranging from complete camouflage by using appar-
ently empty phrases, code names, and private terms to an almost 
careless, only haphazardly concealed documentation of the 
writer's and his circle's resistance activities. The most famous 
diary she analyses is that of Victor Klemperer (1881-1960), whose 
book LT! (Lingua T ertii Imperii = Language of the Third Reich) is 
one of the earliest, and still one of the best, accounts of language 
use in Nazi propaganda and in everyday communication. 139 For 
Klemperer, the very practice of noting down his observations on 
language use on an almost daily basis, a practice which he contin-
ued into the periods of the Soviet occupation of Eastern Germany 

138 For the larger context see Isabel Richter, Hochverratsprozesse als Herrschaftspraxis im 
Nationalsozialismus: Männer und Frauen vor dem Volksgerichtshof 1934-1939 (Munster, 2001). 

139 Victor K.lemperer, LTI: Notizbuch eines Philologen (Leipzig, 1946). An English transla-
tion is available: The Language of the Third Reich: LTI-Lingua Tertii lmperii, A Philologist's 
Notebook, trans. Martin Brady (London, 1999). Also available is An Annotated Edition of Victor 
Klemperer's LTI: Notizbuch eines Philologen, with English notes and commentary by Roderick 
H. Watt (Lampeter, 1997). 
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and the early GDR, served as a distancing device. Klemperer 
himself called it a 'balancing pole': commenting on the language 
of others in his diaries allowed him to manage the balancing act 
between preserving his inner self, including his own language, and 
the necessity of concealing his inner thoughts while conforming 
to what was required in public. 140 

Kämper's linguistic examination of diary-writing under 
National Socialism, Richter's analysis of prisoners' responses to 
Gestapo interrogations, and Halfin's enquiries into negotiations 
in Bolshevik party purges are good illustrations of this volume's 
contention that to study political languages in the Age of Extremes 
amounts to more than just looking at propaganda or other forms 
of public communication, such as parliamentary debates or 
protest marches. Analysing transcripts of oral face-to-face inter-
actions, reading documents produced in trials before courts of 
law, interpreting private letters or even solitary writing practices 
such as diaries, sheds light on the ways in which political language 
performed in public was appropriated, transformed, or rejected 
by individuals. 141 For non-pluralistic political systems, these 
source materials are often the only means of exploring the range 
and boundaries of what could be said, and of discovering what 
certain words, or other signs, would actually mean to political 
actors in situations of extreme power differentials. In this sense, 
the notion that the private is, or at least can always become, 'polit-
ical' is part of this volume's conception of political history. 

The study of political languages also involves much more than 
surveying the lexical side of language. All essays in this volume 
aim to study more than isolated words or concepts. The focus is 
extended to contexts produced by patterns of argument, narra-
tions, or metaphors in other texts, but also to visual images, 
sounds, media constellations, and social practices in a variety of 
communicative situations. Instead of diachronically investigating 
the changing meanings of single or clustered keywords or concepts 
over a long time-span, the essays in this volume take a synchronic, 
or micro-diachronic, approach to communicative practices in 

140 The quotation is from Kiimper's essay in this volume. 
141 On the other hand, real or faked private letters, e.g. 'last letters' from the front, 

could also be publicized for propaganda purposes. This practice was not limited to 'total-
itarian' regimes, but was also used in democratic countries such as Britain. See Margaretta 
Jolly, 'Between Ourselves: The Letter as Propaganda', in Taithe and Thornton (eds.), 
Propaganda, 239-61. 
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specific historical settings. In an essay which supplements this 
introduction, Angelika Linke elaborates on this volume's method-
ological choices by presenting a systematic overview, informed by 
pragma-linguistics, on how best to analyse such communicative 
practices. Above all, she stresses that in order to grasp the 'mean-
ings' of what has been said or written, it is not sufficient to look at 
the intentions behind an utterance. Rather, it is necessary to 
explore the range of what the hearers or readers of an utterance 
could possibly, or would actually, understand in a given situation. 
This situation-centred approach to the analysis oflanguage use is 
shared by all contributors to the volume. With this common 
assumption as a starting point, the authors have developed their 
own research strategies, depending on the specificity of their 
chosen subject, the state of previous research, and their different 
disciplinary and national backgrounds. Even ifLinke's categories 
and terminology are not strictly applied in each essay, her general 
advice concerning the embedding of individual speech acts in 
types of communicative practices is followed. 

In methodological terms, then, this volume stands for an agent-
and situation-centred approach to the historical study of political 
languages. At the same time, it decidedly abstains from proclaim-
ing this as yet another 'turn' or 'paradigm shift'. The contributors 
have agreed that several theoretical framings should remain pos-
sible. If a common label is desirable at all, then 'historical seman-
tics', understood in a broad sense as the historical study of the 
production of meaning through sign systems (language being only 
one of them), would be a reasonable choice. But empirical 
progress does not depend on terminological disputes. For the 
same reasons it would be misleading to claim that a conceptual 
history or keyword-based research programme is outdated in prin-
ciple, or somehow inadequate when approaching the Short 
Twentieth Century. In fact, the opposite is true, at least ifwe take 
seriously Reinhart Koselleck's and Raymond Williams's claims 
that the changing meanings of concepts, or keywords, can only 
be elucidated by showing their interconnectedness and social 
embeddedness. 

From this point of view the situation-centred approach prac-
tised in this volume constitutes a preliminary step towards an 
empirically sustainable history of concepts, or history of keywords, 
in the Age of Extremes. Unlike most conceptual history realized 
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so far, such a new conceptual history of twentieth-century political 
terms can no longer proceed on the assumption that national lan-
guages, with their specific linguistic features and trajectories, form 
the single most important reservoir from which people's under-
standings and forms of expression are derived. Indeed, such a new 
conceptual history, still in the making, should be transnational 
from the outset. Although the demand to become transnational 
also applies to earlier periods, it seems particularly pertinent for 
the Age of Extremes because its conceptual contests have been 
dominated by competing ideologies that transcended borders to a 
new and unprecedented extent. That this history should also be 
comparative, synchronically and diachronically, is illustrated by 
the shared-and recurring-experiences of individuals and com-
munities in the face of these ideologies. 

Our historical enquiries into twentieth-century political lan-
guages may not prevent history's tendency to repeat itsel£ Yet, as 
historians we are obliged to our witnesses. Seeking to understand 
how they contended with, and were able to contest, boundaries 
of the speakable that were imposed upon them by oppressive 
rulers or, worse, their own routinized compliance, is the best we 
can do to pay tribute to their testimonies. 




