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The Unknown and the Familiar Enemy: 
The Semantics of Anti-Communism in 

the USA and Germany, 1945-1975 
THOMAS MERGEL 

lnJanuary 1947, the American magazine Life issued an illustrated 
report on French Communists. The text accompanying the pic-
tures revealed a certain amazement because the report included 
photographs not only of the relevant politicians, but also of the 
party headquarters. Above all, it gave an account of a meeting of 
a Communist cell. So much publicity? The magazine called the 
report 'a pictorial scoop' and emphasized the difference between 
Europe and America: 'This could not possibly have been taken 
in the U.S., where Communists usually work in secrecy, or in the 
Soviet Union, where they select their own type of publicity. But 
the French party, now standing halfway between the two posi-
tions, is eager to look like a democratic party and thus induce the 
voters to put it into power.' 1 

The amazement of Life points to differences in the organiza-
tional forms of Communism in Europe and America, and also to 
different perceptions of what Communism was. In the USA the 
movement was a secretive phenomenon; in Europe it shamelessly 
appeared in public. In the USA it consisted of faceless men and 
women, whereas European Communists appeared in public, and 
had faces and names. Although Life did not have the slightest 
doubt that the French party was as dictatorial as its Soviet role 
model, it was still surprised that the French Communists behaved 
like a normal political party. In the eyes of an American maga-
zine, this could only be tactics and camouflage. As I shall argue in 
this essay, taking the examples of America and Germany, these 
differences were the expression of nationally different anti-
Communisms. Moreover, distinct images of the enemy not only 

1 'French Communists', Life, 13Jan. 1947, 49. 
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mirrored specific experiences with Communism, but also reflected 
normative ideas of what one's own society should be like. 

After the Second World War the 'anti-Communist consensus' 
formed the basis of political culture in both the USA and 
Germany.2 Opinion polls in both countries left little doubt that 
Communism was a political option only for a marginal minority. 
The degree of rejection in Germany is revealed by the fact that in 
the late 1940s a large majority of Germans, given the choice, 
would have preferred National Socialism to Communism.3 This 
was not an option in the USA. But in 1949, more than two-thirds 
of those interviewed wanted membership of the Communist Party 
to be prohibited by law.4 Thus the refusal was consensual. 
However, the semantics of anti-Communism were quite different 
in the two countries under consideration, and this points to dif-
ferent views of the enemy, different functions of Communism, and 
even to different ideas of what Communism ultimately was. 5 

In the USA as in Germany, Bolshevism had, after 1917, pro-
voked panic reactions and created images which deeply permeated 

2 In my terminology, therefore, anti-Communism does not mean a pathological and 
undemocratic attitude which is necessarily reactionary because it rejects the humanitarian 
and progressive message of (utopian) Communism. A political-moralistic evaluation of this 
sort, long widely shared, viewed the pathologies of the lunatic fringe as the true face of 
anti-Communism. For analytical purposes it is not helpful. Instead, anti-Communism will 
here be understood as a political attitude that identifies (real) Communism as the antipode 
of one's own society and thus attempts to influence one's own society. This definition 
enables a far wider range of attitudes, and it abstains from a normative assessment of polit-
ical attitudes. Cf. 'Antikommunismus', in Hanno Drechsler et al. (eds.), Lexikon der Polilik 
(roth edn. Munich, 12003). 

3 Patrick Major, The Death ef the KPD: Communism and Anti-Communism in West Germany, 
194s-1956 (Oxford, 1997), 272; the rates of approval for Communism fell from 35% (Nov. 
1945) to 2% (Feb. 1949), while National Socialism was approved by 19% in 1945 and 43°/o 
in 1949· 

4 George H. Gallup, The Gallup Poll· Publ:ic Opinion 193s-1971, 3 vols. (New York, 1972), 
ii. 194g-1958, 873. For the anti-Communist consensus during the 1950s, see Michael Heale, 
American Anticommunism: Combating the Enemy Within (Baltimore, 1990), 16t90. 

5 For German anti-Communism see, in addition to Major, Death efthe KPD, Klaus 
Korner, 'Die rote Gefahr': Antikommunistische Propaganda in der Bundesrepublik 1950---2000 
(Hamburg, 2003), emphasizing the lunatic fringe; Alexander von Briinneck, Politische Justi;:, 
gegen Kommunisten in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and 194g-1968 (Frankfurt, 1978); and most 
recently Till Kessler, Abschied von der Revolution: Kommunisten und Gesellschafl in Westdeutschland 
194s-1968 (Dilsseldorf, 2005). For the USA, where the debate is highly politicized and 
shaped by a policy of coming to terms with the past, see Richard Gid Powers, Not without 
Honor: 77ze History ef American Anticommunism (New Haven, 1995) (conservative); and Ellen 
Schrecker, 'Ma11)1 Are the Crimes:· McCarthyism in America (Princeton, 1998), who stresses the 
pathological dimension. For a discussion of this debate see Thomas Mergel, "'The Enemy 
in our Midst": Antikommunismus und Amerikanismus in der Ara McCarthy', ,?pitschrift 
far Geschichtswi.ssenschefl, 51 (2003), 23,57. 
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the political imaginations of both countries. In the USA the 
Communists came from the outside and were thus viewed as aliens; 
90 per cent of the members of the Communist Party of the USA 
(CPUSA) were immigrants. But it was not only this that gave rise 
to the idea that Communism was something un-American. This 
idea also grew out of a religious-political tradition which tended to 
see Communism as an antithesis to religion. In Germany, by con-
trast, after 1918 Communism had grown into a powerful mass 
movement with solid roots in the labour movement. Although in 
Germany Communism was linked to another old tradition, that of 
the 'other', namely, 'Asiatic' Russia, it was a highly visible phenom-
enon associated more with the masses than with obscurity. 

These perceptions outlasted 1945, but were changed by new 
experiences with Communism. After the Second World War it 
was revealed that Stalin had used the intense cooperation of the 
war years to build up a dense network of spies in the USA It was 
not until the Soviet Union came to an end that his success in this 
endeavour became apparent.6 Yet since the late 1940s Americans 
had been angst-ridden that Soviet agents could be part of the US 
government's inner circle. This experience shaped a widely shared 
notion that Communists did their work of infiltration in obscurity 
or underground. By contrast, in Germany after 1945 Communism 
was, if not a popular movement, at least something familiar. It 
was closer than ever before, now being associated with the other 
part of Germany. Moreover, Communism was also closely linked 
with violence. In the light of the new experience of West German 
democracy, which also pushed forward a process of political sec-
ularization, Communism was perceived as a political religion to 
be confronted with rationality and democratic belie£ 

These are the opposite poles of the two political cultures: con-
trasting ideas of Communism which were also shared by those 
who considered themselves to be moderates. I do not claim that 
there was a clear distinction between German and American per-
ceptions. Especially in the realm of ideological conflict, interna-
tional transfers of ideas and languages were frequent. An 
outstanding example of these transfers is the Congress for Cultural 
Freedom and its liberal anti-Communism. 7 In 1950 this interna-

6 Allen Weinstein and Alexander Vassiliev, The Haunted Wood: Soviet Espionage in 
America-the Stalin Era (New York, 2000). 

7 Peter Coleman, The liberal Conspiracy: The Congress for Cultural Freedom and the Struggle.far 
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tional movement united intellectuals from different countries, 
including many renegades who were considered to speak about 
Communism with a different kind of authority from those who 
had never personally experienced it. The Congress for Cultural 
Freedom promoted a determinedly 'Westernized' concept of anti-
Communism. It focused on individual freedom, was doubtful 
about religious arguments against Communism, and decidedly 
critical of authoritarian and restorative trends in society. This 
earned the Congress the dubious honour of coming under 
scrutiny by the American Communist-hunter Joseph McCarthy. 
As an international network, the Congress understood its anti-
Communism as self-enlightenment, so to speak, and to this extent 
it was an elitist organization. But the ideas of the Congress for 
Cultural Freedom also found a response in Berlin's Social 
Democratic circles around Ernst Reuter and Willy Brandt. 8 

However, this organization is not the focus of the following analy-
sis because its influence was limited. Instead, I shall refer to serious 
newspapers and magazines with a wide circulation in order to 
identify everyday semantics which were neither limited to the 
lunatic anti-Communist fringe nor to the intellectual elites. In par-
ticular, I shall refer to the US magazines Life, Newsweek, and Tzme 
Magazine. In Germany, where magazines of this style were new 
and less widespread (with the notable exception of the 'German 
Tzme Magazine', Der Spiege~, newspapers such as the Siiddeutsche 
,?,eitung and the Franlifurter Allgemeine ,?,eitung form the basis of my 
analysis. These media used language which they did not consider 
to be propaganda; rather they claimed that it was sober and 
rational. I shall argue that these semantics constituted nationally 
different discourses of anti-Communism. Thus, beyond the 
undoubted similarities, I shall concentrate on the differences. 

The period under scrutiny here is mainly the 1950s and 1960s: 
my analysis begins after the Second World War and ends with the 
movement of 1968, the Vietnam War, and the Prague Spring. 
Within this period, a change from an 'old' to a 'new' anti-
Communism can be perceived, and this change reflects the fact 

the Mind of Post-War Europe (New York, 1989); Giles Scott-Smith, The Po/mes of Apoliti.cal 
Culture: The Congress.for Cultural Freedom, the CIA, and Post-War American Hegemony (London, 
2002). For the German perspective see Michael Hochgeschwender, Freiheit in der Ojfensi:oe? 
Der KongrefJfiir kulturelle Freiheit und die Deutschen (Munich, 1998). 

8 Peter Merseburger, Wil!J Brandt 191:r1992: Visioniir und Realist (Stuttgart, 2002), 292. 
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that new types of Communists were coming to the fore. Above all, 
the change in global politics, with new policies of detente and the 
USA's reorientation away from Europe and towards Asia from the 
late 1960s, made for a shift of perspective, with the result that 
Communism was now regarded more under the aspect of world 
politics than as an ideological competitor. Behind this new attitude 
there also lay a growing sense of security, which, coupled with a 
new feeling of self-confidence, no longer took Communism seri-
ously as an ideological factor. Along with these changes, American 
and German semantics converged over time, although the lan-
guages that construed enmities still remained largely different. 

The following analysis will concentrate on three areas. First it 
will look at the historical modes of self-descriptionimplied by the 
terms 'Americanism' and 'National Socialism'. Secondly, it will 
examine the different ways of using religious languages and refer-
ring to religious ideas. And thirdly, the modes of describing 
Communists, their bodies, characters, and attributes will be 
discussed. 

I Americanism and National Socialism as Historical Imprints 

The name of the House of Representatives committee which dealt 
with Communist activities was programmatic: House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC). Americans perceived Communism 
as a deeply un-American idea.9 Samuel Huntington has explained 
the rationale behind this. America, he suggests, considers itself a 
nation which is not legitimized by descent or tradition, but consti-
tutes itself in a deliberate political act. To be a member of the 
American nation involved an explicit commitment: to become an 
American meant to avow to a certain way of living. Hence this 
affiliation could also be abandoned again. 10 To be 'un-American' 
therefore meant turning away from central doctrines of the 
American conception of self and thus standing outside the commu-
nity. To the Republican Senator Joseph McCarthy, who had 

9 For this line of argument see Mergel, "'The Enemy in our Midst"'. 
JO Samuel P. Huntington, American Politics: The Promise ef Disharmo11:JI (2nd edn. 

Cambridge, Mass., 1982), 25. Cf. Hartmut Wasser, 'Die Rolle der Ideologie in den 
Vereinigten Staaten: "Amerikanismus" als geistig-politisches Fundament der 
transatlantischen Gesellschaft', in id. (ed.), USA: Wirtsc~Gesellschafl-Politik (3rd edn. 
Opladen, 1996), 35-56. 
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spearheaded a campaign against Communism in America since 
1950 which took on hysterical features and seriously put into ques-
tion the civic self-conception of the USA, the Communists, whom 
he suspected of having infiltrated the State Department, were worse 
than Judas with the thirty pieces of silver: to betray America was 
worse than to betray Jesus Christ. 11 Life magazine was more toler-
ant when it conceded: 'Un-American activities are not necessarily 
criminal.'12 Yet it was precisely this concession which laid bare the 
general assumption; even for a moderate magazine like Life, un-
American activities bore the scent of crime. 

Americanism was based on the conviction of a nation being 
chosen in a very religious sense, and with this came a far-reaching 
promise of equality and happiness. It could be argued that 
Communism was a structurally similar utopia, and was in compe-
tition with Americanism. They shared the idea of being chosen, and 
a political vision which had a specific geographical basis, America, 
'God's own country', on the one hand, and the USSR as 
Communism's Promised Land on the other. Both held out prom-
ises of equality, albeit different ones: in the USA for those who 
could make it on their own; under Communism for all proletarians. 
Furthermore, Communism and Americanism alike offered the 
chance of belonging to this chosen people as a matter of individual 
choice. This was different from National Socialism, in which the 
circle of those who could belong to the Volksgemeinschafl was confined 
to the 'Aryan' race. The purpose of rituals such as saluting the 
American flag (which became mandatory from 1943 onwards), the 
'pledge of allegiance', and the oath to the American constitution 
was to demonstrate and confirm a free decision in favour of 
America; acts like these could demonstrate one's belonging. 13 

Communism had similar rituals: ritualistic self-criticism; the deploy-
ment of proletarian workers; and the singing of the lntemationale.14 
Americanism, like Communism, was driven by the constant fear of 

11 '[W] e are not dealing with spies who get thirty pieces of silver to steal the blueprints 
of a new weapon. We are dealing with a far more sinister type of activity because it permits 
the enemy to guide and shape our policy.' Joseph McCarthy, speech given in Wheeling, 
West Virginia, 9 Feb. 1950, printed in Ellen Schrecker, 1he Age I/[ McCarthyism: A Brief 
History with Documents (Boston, 1994), 212. 

12 'Red-Hunting', lift, 3 Mar. 1947, 32. 
13 Richard M. Fried, Th Russians Are Coming! 1he Russians Are Coming! Pageantry and 

Patriotism in Cold-War America (New York, 1998), nff. 
14 Cf. Christel Lane, 1he Rites I/[ Rulers: Ritual in Industrial Socierthe Soviet Case 

(Cambridge, 1981). 
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an internal enemy, of spies, or unknown fellow travellers of the 
enemy within one's own society. 15 Stalin, likeJoseph McCarthy, 
used the populist instrument of the show trial to combat this fear. 

Americanism was characterized by a very corporal understand-
ing of the nation, and this corporality was applied to the enemy. 
Communism was constructed semantically as something alien, 
more like a bug, germ, or disease than a social movement or group 
of people. In the words of the Democratic politician Adlai 
Stevenson, Communism was 'worse than cancer, tuberculosis, and 
heart disease combined'. 16 It infiltrated American society, infected 
the American corpus, and 'crept into the U.S. labor movement' .17 

It was a piece of dirt, a contamination which weakened America 
from within. That is why the chairman of the HUAC, Thomas 
Parnell, saw it as his task to make America 'as pure as possible'. 18 

J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI and one of the most influen-
tial theoreticians of anti-Communism, used metaphors of viruses, 
disease, and infection when speaking about Communism. 'It 
reveals a condition akin to disease that spreads like an epidemic 
and like an epidemic a quarantine is necessary to keep it from 
infecting the Nation.' 19 In parallel to the emerging culture of 
science fiction movies, Communists were described as aliens from 
outer space who crept into the heads and bodies of humans. 
Similarly non-human features were attributed when Communists 
were depicted as robots who turned other people into aboulic 
robots as well. 20 Life described the German Communist and spy 
Gerhart Eisler as 'almost a different species of mankind'.21 

These linguistic strategies, which made Communism something 
alien by describing it in terms of metaphors drawn from the realm 
of machinery or hygiene, dehumanized Communists. It was there-
fore not self-evident that Communists should be granted human 
and civil rights. From a contemporary German point of view, it 
was striking that democracy came to an end when Communists 

15 Jorg Baberowski shows this lucidly for the Caucasus in Der Feind ist iiberalL· Stalinismus 
im Kaukasus (Stuttgart, 2002). For the USA see Schrecker, 'Many Are the Crimes', ug-200. 

16 Quoted in Schrecker, 'Many Are the Crimes', 144. 
17 'How They Run a Union', life, 17 Mar. 1947, 34· 
1s Eric Bentley, Thirt)! rears 'If Treason: Excerpts.from Hearings before the House Committee on 

Un-American Activities, 1938-1968 (New York, 1971), 147. 
19 J. Edgar Hoover, Testimony before HUAC, 26 Mar. 1947, reprinted in Schrecker, 

Age ef McCarthyism, u4-20, at 120. 
20 Examples in Schrecker, 'Ma1!)1 Are the Crimes', 135. 
2 1 'The Career of Gerhart Eisler as a Comintem Agent', life, 17 Feb. 1947, 99. 
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were involved. A poll held by the National Opinion Research 
Center in 1963 revealed that 63 per cent of those interviewed were 
in favour of denying Communists the right to give speeches in 
public. A total of 77 per cent wanted Communists to be deprived 
of their nationality, and 61 per cent wanted Communists to be 
imprisoned. 22 No wonder that Communists were not eligible for 
an angler's licence in New York State; nor is it surprising that 
some cities fined Communists just for being in town. 23 

In German society, by contrast, Communism was something 
familiar. To turn it into something 'other' or 'alien' in the way 
that Americans did was not possible, as Communism had been a 
mass movement prior to 1933. Moreover, on the other side of the 
Iron Curtain, German Communists were in power, and many 
Germans had personal relations with those 'yonder'. To be sure, 
there were also radical anti-Communists in Germany, who sub-
scribed to McCarthyist techniques. 24 The mainstream press, 
however, considered the treatment of Communism a litmus test of 
democratic culture. Thus it was unusual to employ language 
which described Communism as something fundamentally alien. 
Though the reference to American languages of anti-Communism 
was omnipresent, it was used more as an instrument of delimita-
tion than as a familiar mode of description. One example is the 
ban on the German Communist Party (KPD) in 1956, which was 
accompanied by an immediate promise on the part of politicians 
and the media that there would be no such thing as a 'witch 
hunt'. 25 Another front page article in the reputable Suddeutsche 
,?.eitung only superficially echoed McCarthy's language. Under the 
headline 'A New Bacillus' it discussed the expected struggle for 
words, which was already apparent in the semantic strategies used 
by Communist organizations to revalue the meaning of words 
such as 'freedom' or 'democracy'. Yet the article was a struggle 
for words in and of itself because it expressed fears that anti-
Communism in the American style would discredit all those who 
took their citizenship seriously by inducing subservience and fear 

22 Eugen Kogan et al., Anatomie des Antikommunismus (Olten, 1970), 98. 
23 Examples in Mergel, "'The Enemy in our Midst"'; Heale, American Anticommunism. 
24 For the Volksbund fur Frieden und Freiheit (People's League for Peace and 

Freedom), an organization led by a former member ofGoebbels's staff, Eberhard Taubert, 
see Korner, 'Die rote Gefahr', 21-3. 

25 This was the German Minister of the Interior's word: 'Keine Hexenjagd, verspricht 
Schroder', Siiddeutsche Zeuung, 18-19 Aug. 1956. 
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of political deviation: 'McCarthy, who has long been done for in 
the USA, both morally and politically, threatens to make a nui-
sance of himself in our country too. '26 This, then, was the new 
bacillus. It was McCarthyism itself and the oppression of tolerance 
which came with it. The journalist Ernst Mi.iller-Meiningen, who 
also used the words 'witch hunt', wrote about his worry that 
'moved by fear of Communism and Bolshevism, to which we have 
finally proven ourselves to be largely immune, we might once 
again opt for conformism and fascism, that is, for ideologies 
which, in the wake of the economic miracle and rearmament, 
have more appeal than some might believe. Perhaps democracy 
will succumb again. •27 The German public perceived the 
McCarthyist language of hygiene as a sign of the American neur-
osis. Semantic strategies like the ones just quoted from the 
Suddeutsche ,?,eitung subversively undermined this language. 

This was particularly important since for the German public the 
struggle against Communism had the immediate appeal of an edu-
cation in democracy. In the USA democracy was not a matter of 
concern, whereas in Germany the media and politicians were not 
so sure about the democratic convictions of their fellow citizens. 
Communism, therefore, could not be a reason for depriving citi-
zens of their civil rights; instead, the upholding of democratic rights 
was seen as a test of German democracy. This became very clear 
in the Rosenberg case.28 Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, a couple from 
New York, were sentenced to death in 1951 for nuclear espionage 
for the Soviet Union. Since then the Rosenbergs had been on 
death row. An international campaign, joined even by the Pope, 
demanded an act of mercy because the couple had two young chil-
dren and there were emotional scruples about capital punishment 
for women. While the American public, in the fever of McCarthyist 
agitation, called for execution and denounced all dissenting votes as 
Communist, the Siiddeutsche ,?,eitung sided with those demanding they 
be pardoned, albeit aware that the Rosenbergs were professed 
Communists. However, the most remarkable feature of this article 
was its date, namely 18 June 1953. It appeared on the front page, 
the very page that was dominated by reports of the uprising in East 
Berlin the previous day. This position meant that the article could 

26 'Ein neuer Bazillus', Siiddeutsche ,<eitung, 1-2 Sept. 1956. 
27 Ernst Miiller-Meiningen, 'Vor Hexenjagd wird gewarnt', Siiddeutsche ,«itung, 18-19 

Aug. 1956. 2B Weinstein and Vassiliev, The Haunted Wood. 
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be read as a commentary on the differences between the rule of 
law and a dictatorial regime: 'Under the rule oflaw even the most 
dangerous criminal may not be treated in such an inhumane way', 
that is, sentenced to death and executed. 29 

While the need for purity of the nation led to prosecutions for 
deviation in the USA, diametrically opposed motives guided the 
treatment of Communism and Communists in Germany. The 
starting point was Germany's historical experience of National 
Socialism, which was an open or hidden point of reference in all 
these discussions. As early as 1930 the Social Democratic politician 
Kurt Schumacher had called Communists mere 'red-varnished 
Nazis', 30 and since then this parallel had been employed across 
party lines. It was used often in the 1950s, and even more fre-
quently during the 1960s. The rudimentary totalitarianism theory 
implied in Schumacher's formula did not so much play down 
National Socialism as function as a metaphor for dangerousness. 
When the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) accused the Social 
Democrats of using 'Nazi methods' during the election campaign 
of 1953,31 or when, in 1957, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) 
warned against giving Adenauer twelve years in power (like 
Hitler), 32 it was not an ideological affinity that was at stake. 
Rather it was a violent political style which was called 'National 
Socialist'. Hence the foreign policy of the GDR and the USSR 
were also subjected to this comparison, and even more so when 
military actions were involved. The Franlifurter Allgemeine ,?,eitung 
compared the Soviet occupation of Prague to Hitler's invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, and in the same article the commentator called 
Walter Ulbricht 'a veritable epigone of Hitler who is now letting 
German soldiers invade the neighbouring country under the pro-
tection of its big brother'. 33 The language which Spiegel used to 
describe de-Stalinization was similarly used for the Nazi past: 
'With Khrushchev the entire society of the Soviet Union feels 
mercilessly ensnared in a fate which was brought upon Russia by 
the demonic titan Stalin. •34 

29 'Das Streiflicht', Siiddeutsche ,?,eitung, 18 June 1953. 
3° Kurt Schumacher, Retlm, Schriften, KoTTespondenzen, ed. Willy Albrecht (Bonn, 1985), 64. 
31 Volker Hetterich, Von Adenauer zu Schroaer: Der Kampf um Sti.mmen (Opladen, 2000), 270. 
32 Ibid. 273. 
33 'Panzer statt Politik', Franlgurter Allgemeine ,?,eitung, 22 Aug. 1968; a number ofletters 

to the editor also expressed this opinion. See ibid. 30 and 31 Aug. 1968. 
34 'Heimkehrer: Wer klopft an die Tur?', Spiegel, 28 Mar. 1956, 27. 
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In a way, the Nazi comparison was employed to express a 
rejection of coercive regimes in general. Russian imperialism sug-
gested obvious comparisons. Thus the Siiddeutsche Zeitung could 
compare the Russian invasion of Hungary in 1956 to the tsarist 
occupation of 1849. 35 The function of these comparisons was to 
suggest that democracy is non-violent, while dictatorship is brutal. 
This reflected public opinion quite precisely, as an opinion poll 
of 1955, displayed in graphic form in Spiegel, made clear. Almost 
two-thirds of those interviewed associated Communism with 
notions such as 'war and fire', 'world enemy no. 1', 'flight', 'angst 
and terror', and 'rape', while ideological concepts such as 'gov-
ernment by the workers' or 'nationalization' were marginal. 36 On 
the other hand, democracy stood for doing things without vio-
lence and having confidence in rational discourse. On the first 
anniversary of the 1953 East German uprising, the CDU deputy 
Bohm insisted on this point. The events of 16 and 17 June, he said, 
had proved the power of the non-violent word of truth. 'Only 
with dedication to these ideas can we achieve unity and overcome 
terror and its weaknesses. '37 

Americanism and German references to National Socialism 
thus placed Communism in relation to their own respective 
histories. In the USA the language of hygiene expressed a fear 
that the 'other' would contaminate their utopia, as they were so 
similar. By emphasizing violence, German semantics condemned 
the Nazi past and, at the same time, neutralized it in a spe-
cific way. After all, it was not violence as such which had made 
National Socialism so special. To emphasize violence thus 
achieved both a valid self-description of the Bonn republic and 
an interpretation of National Socialism which ousted it from the 
history of German democracy. 

One can speculate as to why the language of hygiene was not 
successful in Germany, which also had a certain tradition of 
describing enemies. The language of anti-Semitism referred to 
Jews as bugs or germs, as a disease or infection, and this usage 
can be traced back far into nineteenth-century Germany.38 The 

35 'Die Erhebung gegen Moskau', Siiddeutsche ,?,eitung, 25 Oct. 1956. 
36 'Ost-Arbeit-den Briidern helfen', Spiegel, 29June 1955, 10. 
37 'Feiern zur Erinnerung an den Volksaufstand vom 17. Juni', Suddeutsche ,?,eitung, 

18June 1954. 
38 Sarah Jansen, Schiidlinge: Geschichte eines wi.ssenscha.fllichen und politischen Konstrukts 

1840-1920 (Frankfurt, 2003). 
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description of :Jewish' Bolshevism was also in this tradition,39 and 
the Soviet semantics of parasites was similarly used to characterize 
social or political deviance.40 Yet this tradition has obviously 
been discontinued. If this language was used in relation to 
Communism, then it happened contra-intuitively. With reference 
to the Soviet suppression of the Prague Spring, the editor of Spiegel 
wrote: 'It is not only the Communists of this quarantine strip who 
pay for Russia's cordon sanitaire, being destined to protect Russia 
from infection.'41 For Rudolf Augstein, the contagious virus was 
not Communism, as for J. Edgar Hoover; rather, it was Western 
democracy and Western freedom. In other words, the Soviets 
were afraid of freedom in the same hysterical way that the 
Americans feared Communism. It could be argued that by dis-
tancing itself from American usage, the German discourse wanted 
to jettison the anti-Semitic tradition of the language of hygiene. 
To refuse to talk in this way was to demonstrate that democratic 
anti-Communism was of a different kind from Nazi anti-
Communism. Even when negating it, the language of German 
anti-Communism remained tied to the past. 

II Communism and Anti-Communism as Religious Phenomena 

Reiner Pratorius has recently reminded us of the profoundly reli-
gious aspect of the Americans' perception of themselves as a 'chosen 
people' .42 Communism, too, involves the idea of being chosen, and 
American anti-Communists had to deal with these two types of 
being selected. They identified the difference as lying in America's 
moral commitment, which was based on biblical commandments, 
whereas for Communists, all moral limits were said to be subordi-
nated to the imperatives of class struggle. J. Edgar Hoover, one of 
the masterminds of anti-Communism, formulated this difference in 
the following way: 
There is a vast difference between Americanism and Communism. One 
teaches morality; the other, expediency. One follows up the Law of God; 

39 Alexander Bein, "'Der jildische Parasit": Bemerkungen zur Semantik der 
Judenfrage', Vierteljahreshefte zur <,eitgeschichte, 13 (1965), 121-49. 

40 Paul Hagenloh, '"Socially Harmful Elements" and the Great Terror', in Sheila 
Fitzpatrick (ed.), Stalinism: New Directions (London, 2000), 286-308. 

41 Rudolf Augstein, 'Breschnews Tranen', Spiegel, 35 (1968), 20. 
42 Rainer Pratorius, In God We Trust· Religion und Politik in den USA (Munich, 2003). 
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the other, no law. One is founded upon spiritual values; the other is 
complete secularism. One is characterized by deep religious conviction; 
the other, by ruthless, atheistic materialism. The Communist world is a 
world of walls, searchlights, and guards-a prison for the heart, mind, 
and soul.43 

Thus America had ideals; Communism did not. The success of 
the latter was, in biblical terms, the success of false prophets. 
Therefore American magazines and newspapers called Lenin 'the 
Communist deity',44 and Stalin 'a false god'45 with followers 'who 
had professed to worship him',46 yet a god who was still mortal 
and thus shared 'the common fate of all men'.47 Anyone who 
wanted to be a good Communist had to renounce their old reli-
gion and turn away from their family, such as was the case with 
the spy Julius Rosenberg. Descended from an Eastern Jewish 
immigrant family on New York's Lower East Side, he 'rejected 
the Jewish faith of his parents (a sore blow to Julius' father, a 
garment worker who yearned for his son to be a rabbi)'.48 For 
Newsweek, this secularizing drift of Communism was proved by an 
interview with a young man from the GDR who did not even 
know to which denomination he belonged. 49 

This struggle between good and evil was eternal, so to speak. 
After all, the devil does not switch sides. According to Time 
Magazine's commentary on Stalin's death, the dictator had estab-
lished 'a religion of evil', one 'that threatened every country and 
every people, every truth and every faith .... He repealed truth 
and denied God .... But he was just another human animal.'50 

The use of this semantic tradition was by no means restricted to 
the Cold War of the 1950s; it remained amazingly alive through-
out the following decades. Ronald Reagan's famous speech on the 
'evil empire' (1983) employed the same discursive strategies. In the 
USA this speech did not cause as much of a sensation as it did in 
Europe since its language was well known and well established 

43 Address given at the American Legion Convention, Las Vegas, Nevada, 9 Oct. 1962, 
and printed inJ. Edgar Hoover, On Communism (New York, 1969), 152. 

44 'The Real Story ... the Kremlin's Secrets', Newsweek, 26 Mar. 1956, 24. 
45 'False God Dies, Crisis is Born', life (International Edition), 6 Apr. 1953, 8. 
46 'The Real Story', Newsweek, 26 Mar. 1956, 24. 
47 'Death in the Kremlin', T11ne, 16 Mar. 1953, 29. 
48 'Espionage', Time, 29June 1953, 7-10, at 9-w. 
49 'This Is What a Red-Indoctrinated Youth Thinks', Newsweek, 16 Apr. 1956, 22. 
50 'Death in the Kremlin', T11ne, 16 Mar. 1953, 29. 
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there.51 Reagan gave this speech to the Annual Convention of the 
National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, Florida, meaning 
he was among friends. His subject was morality in politics and the 
religious foundation of American society. Reagan quoted William 
Penn: 'If we will not be governed by God, we will be governed by 
Tyrants', and he dedicated a large section of his speech to the 
internal moral problems of American society, such as premarital 
sex and abortion. Reagan insisted that there was sin in the world, 
and that America had its share. Yet the country had demonstrated 
its ability to overcome sin-and at this point in his speech the 
Soviet leaders abruptly entered the scene, for they had declared 
that they accepted only one morality, namely the one that leads to 
world revolution. This was Hoover's old argument about the 
instrumental morality of class struggle. According to Reagan, 
Marxism-Leninism was the second oldest faith, identical to the 
one that proclaimed: 'Ye shall be as gods.' He insisted that it was 
a mistake to ignore the aggressive impulses of the 'evil empire'; the 
Western world could not simply 'remove from the struggle 
between right and wrong and good and evil'. And, indeed, he 
ended with the words of the prophet Isaiah: 'He giveth power to 
the faint; and to them that have no might he increased strength; 
... and they shall mount with wings as eagles.' Reagan's religious 
motivation was not just a front. Even though he packaged himself 
as a radical of the religious revival, he spoke in the context of a 
long tradition of American self-perceptions. 

This religiously charged language appeared quite strange to 
German anti-Communists, and some may have become suspicious 
when hearing such emphasis because it was not long ago that 
German leaders had used quasi-religious language to justify the 
German mission. Instead, German politicians and journalists devel-
oped a deliberately sober and rational language to describe 
Communism and the conflict with it. Religious metaphors were 
used in Germany as well, however, for the other side. It was the 
Communists who were the faithful. From this perspective 
Communism was perceived as a political religion which exhibited 
all the typical attributes: a promise of salvation, albeit a secular one; 
the total organization of all the faithful; high priests and possibly a 
pope; and an inherently violent attitude to heretics and apostates. 

51 For the following quotations see Ronald Reagan, Speaking my Mind: Selected Speeches 
(New York, 1989), 168-80. · 
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The difference from the American discourse was obvious. There, 
America's religion was considered to be the true one, whereas 
Communism was considered a false religion, a lie. In contrast to 
this understanding, which saw the conflict between Good and Evil 
as something eternal, German anti-Communism viewed 
Communism as an aspect of political modernity, a sacralization of 
social goods. The reward for going through the 'purgatory of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat' was to be the 'paradise of the class-
less society'.52 Not the Antichrist, but the great dogmatic world reli-
gions had to serve as cases for comparison. Thus Stalin appeared 
as 'prophet and caliph of the infallible gospel' to the metaphor-
laden Spiegel, 53 which tried to juggle the different notions of ortho-
doxy that were associated equally with Islam and Catholicism. 

Again, the peculiarity of the discourse can better be understood 
by asking what kind of semantic strategies did not work. In 
Germany, simply confronting Western Christendom with oriental 
or even Slavic paganism did not work, despite occasional efforts 
to do so. The attempt to use the 1,000-year memory of the battle 
of Lechfeld to invoke a Christian Abendland is one example. On 
the Lechfeld, a lowland area close to Augsburg in Bavaria, Bishop 
Ulrich had defeated the Hungarians in 955, thus preventing them 
from invading the heartlands of the Holy Roman Empire. In 1955 
the dramaturgy and semantics of this memory were used as a 
metaphor for the battle against Communism. 54 The German 
Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Heinrich von Brentano, elaborated 
the comparison: 'The similarity is frightening. At that time pagan 
nomad bands from the East stood before the gates of the 
Occident, before the gates of this town where we are right now. 
Perdition and doom menaced. Today again, the masses from the 
East are standing not much further away from this town.' 
However, readers of Spiegel strongly objected to this attempt 
to present the struggle against Communism as a battle of 
Christendom against paganism. In a letter to the editor, a certain 
Dr Hinrichs polemically pointed out that the leader of the 'pagan' 
Hungarians was, in fact, a baptized Christian.55 

52 'Der Chruschtschewismus', Spiegel, 29 Feb. 1956, 34. 
53 'Stalin oder die Technik der Macht', Spiegel, 18 Mar. 1953, 26. 
54 The following quotations are from 'Abendland: Die missionlire Monarchic', Spiegel, 

ro Aug. 1955, 12-14. 
55 Spiegel, 24 Aug. 1955, 5-6. More critical letters to the editor in Spiegel, 31 Aug. 1955, 

4-5. 
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Unlike in the USA, religious metaphors describing one's own 
society as 'good' did not go down well at all in Germany. 
Admittedly, the idea of a Christian Abend/and focused a great deal 
of energy and language against Communism in the early 195os.56 

But there is reason to believe that the Abend/and movement was 
already running out of steam in the late 1950s because the seman-
tic opposition of Christendom and paganism did not convince the 
Germans. It had not worked before 1945 either. Even the lan-
guage of National Socialism did not succeed in labelling 
Bolshevism as pagan. It is a strong indication of the degree of sec-
ularization in Germany that this term was no longer effective 
when identifying an enemy as malicious. In Germany, paganism 
was no longer terrifying. This was certainly not the case in the 
USA, where anti-Communism successfully dwelt on religious 
metaphors because the Christian imprint on society was much 
more profound. Descriptions such as these confirmed the every-
day understanding of common Americans. 

These different perceptions of Communism-as the evil empire 
on the American side; as a political religion on the German side-
had important consequences for the issue of whether Communism 
was perceived as capable of undergoing substantial change. In 
brief, in Germany it was believed that change was possible, at 
least in principle, through the kind of critical self-enlightenment 
represented by the Czech president, Alexander Dubcek. In the 
USA, Communism was perceived to be as unreformable as Satan 
himself; just like the devil, Communism had to be defeated and 
eliminated. Thus semantics left a limited range of options when it 
came to assessing political settings and processes. This is illustrated 
by Khrushchev's sensational speech at the twentieth convention of 
the Soviet Communist Party in 1956, which condemned Stalin 
and Stalinism. In the eyes of Franc;ois Furet this speech was 
'perhaps the most spectacular text for a historian of the 
Communist idea throughout the entire twentieth century'.57 The 
sensation it caused is comparable only to that precipitated by an 
event such as the Hitler-Stalin pact because the relentless accusa-
tion it expressed came not from an anti-Communist or renegade, 

56 See Axel Schildt, Moderne l(,eiten: Freu;eit, Massenmedien und Zeitgeist' in tier Bundesrepublik 
dcr 50,:r Jahre (Hamburg, 1995), 333-5. 

57 Fran~ois Furet, Das Ende dcr Illuswn: Der Kommunismus im 20. Jahrhundert (Munich, 1996), 
559· 
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but from the very heart of the system itsel( Moreover, it was artic-
ulated by people who had undoubtedly participated in the 
system.58 For the West German press these events gave rise to a 
vague hope that Soviet Communism could be reformed. Spiegel 
saw 'without doubt the beginning of a new phase in Soviet poli-
tics', one which it called 'Khrushchevism'. The magazine pre-
dicted a period of loosening control and the return to some kind 
of downright biblical 'original Bolshevism' which would renounce 
the cult of personality (the 'Stalin heresy') and instead reintroduce 
Lenin's concept of the collective. In terms of foreign policy, Spiegel 
regarded any such development as a danger, for it could mean 
the abandonment of Stalin's 'Socialism within one country' and 
the adoption of a strategy of keeping up with Western capital-
ism. 59 Indeed, Spiegel emphasized the plurality of the Eastern 
bloc, 60 and made ironic references to the quandaries of old 
Stalinists in the GDR who were now desperately trying to lead 
the younger generation, which had enjoyed a thoroughly Stalinist 
education, on to new paths.61 

Things were quite different in the USA The American press 
remained openly sceptical as to whether the renunciation of 
Stalinism was sincere. Newsweek looked behind 'Russia's mask' and 
called de-Stalinization 'a trap for neutral and disarmament-hungry 
nations. Anti-Stalinism will be used to chip away the West's unity 
and convince uncommitted nations of Russia's new "reasonable-
ness" .'62 In short: 'Tactics are altered. That's all.'63 The term 
'Khrushchevism' was also used in the USA, but with a completely 
different meaning, that is, as a mask for Stalinism continuing under 
a different name.64 Newsweek even published a column on 'What 
Has Not Changed in Russia', focusing on the suppression of the 
satellite countries, the military power of the Red Army, and the 
Iron Curtain.65 This view would seem justified only a few months 

58 For the motives and presumptive strategy behind this see Manfred Hildermeier, 
Geschichte der Soufjetunion 1911 1991: Entstehung und Niedergang des ersten sozialistischen Staates 
(M:unich, 1998), 762-4. 59 'Der Chruschtschewismus', Spiegel, 29 Feb. 1956, 34---g. 

60 'Ostblock: Die Totenfeier', Spiegel, 18 Apr. 1956, 26,. 
61 Examples: 'Generationsproblem: Die ldeale derjugend', Spi£gel, 11 Apr. 1956, 31--2; 

'SED: Viel lustiger als man glaubt', Spiegel, 18 Apr. 1956, 17-19; 'Stalin-Kult: Abbau in 
Wellen', Spiegel, 25 Apr. 1956, 2z--3. 

62 'Behind Russia's Mask', Newsweek, 2 Apr. 1956, 25. 
63 'Worldwide Significance of Anti-Stalinism--tlle Q'.s and A's', Newsweek, 2 Apr. 1956, 26. 
64 'The Real Story ... The Kremlin's Secrets', Newsweek, 26 Mar. 1956, 25. 
65 'What Has Not Changed in Russia', Newsweek, 2 Apr. 1956, 27. 
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later, when Soviet tanks bloodily put down the Hungarian rebel-
lion. Events in Hungary appeared to support the Stalinist philos-
ophy, according to which the Communist empire could be held 
together only by sheer oppression. 66 Communists had different 
faces; yet Communism always stayed basically the same. It was 
particularly the twentieth party convention in conjunction with the 
Hungarian rebellion which demonstrated to the Americans that 
Communism would not change. 

III JiVhat makes a Communist a Communist? 
Character, Boqy, and Lifes!Jle 

Religious metaphors, associations with violence, views of the 
masses, and historical comparisons were the frames that shaped 
what one actually saw when facing a Communist, and, conversely, 
defined the attributes by which a Communist could be identified. 
Indeed, the two different conceptions of Communism led to com-
pletely discriminatory images of Communists as people. 

For Americans, to call someone a 'Communist' defined all the 
other qualities of the individual because Communists had dedicated 
themselves completely to one idea. They were part of a conspiracy, 
and therefore they lied and deceived; they were able to put their 
wives, children, and fatherland last, or even, ultimately, to betray 
them. During the 1950s, much furore was caused by reports of 
Communists who had led double lives unnoticed by their wives, or 
who had abandoned their families in order to go underground. 67 

The word 'Communist', therefore, described not merely an ideo-
logical orientation, but an entire lifestyle. 'Communist' was code 
for a mask which hid the specific features of a person or of national 
diversities. Hence it is not surprising that in the 1950s T zrne Magazine 
periodically ran a column entitled simply 'Communists'. In it news 
was bandied principally about Eastern bloc countries, but Fidel 
Castro and anti-colonial movements in Africa were also mentioned 
as soon as they were identified as Communist. In this column, 
Ulbricht or Malenkov did not appear as East German or Russian, 
but merely as Communist politicians. 

66 'You can be sure of this: The Kremlin's Stalinists are saying "We told you so"', 'The 
Kremlin's Weakness, the Red Army's Strength', Newsweek, 5Jan. 1956, 19. 
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Ironically, it was precisely this sort oflabelling that made well-
informed and experienced politicians distinguish between 
'Communists' and 'Russians'. In his memoirs Richard Nixon, 
deeply entrenched in the Cold War, described Communists as 
'masters of bluff who were 'taught to be conspirators virtually 
from birth'. But he drew one crucial distinction: 'As Russians, they 
are very hospitable hosts; they are generous, strong, and cour-
ageous; above all, they are proud of their Russian background 
and extraordinarily sensitive to personal put-downs or affronts. As 
Soviet communists, they lie, cheat, take advantage, bluff, and con-
stantly maneuver--trying always to win by any means necessary 
to achieve their goal. '68 'Communist' was the description of their 
ideological character, whereas 'Russian' referred to a national 
imprint. 

Surprisingly, and in stark contrast to the USA, the word 
'Communist' did not feature prominently in Germany until the 
1960s, whether in utterances by politicians, newspaper articles, or 
letters to the editor. When it appeared, the word was used almost 
exclusively for the Communists in Germany. It was rarely used in 
front page articles concerning the East German rebellion of June 
1953, or in descriptions of everyday reality in the Eastern bloc, or 
in analyses of the competition between world powers. Rather, the 
enemies were called 'Russians', 'Soviets', or, with reference to the 
location of the East German government, 'Pankow'. Semantically, 
the ideology which was so important for the Americans to 
describe the enemy vanished almost completely behind a nation-
alizing, even ethnicizing depiction of Communism. In German 
discourse Communism was described not by ideological features, 
but much more in terms of attributes such as violence, constraint, 
or anti-Western attitudes. Whereas Tzme Magazine talked about the 
'Communist empire',69 German newspapers talked about the 
Soviet sphere of control, or simply the Eastern bloc. This was the 
only occasion when the language of the Abend/and worked, but not 
in a religious sense. To sum up, in American perceptions, 
Russians or Chinese were essentially Communists, whereas in 
German eyes Communism was essentially Russian, that is, 
'Asiatic'. It was defined as 'other' not in a religious sense, but in 
an ethnicized discourse, most graphically in a CDU election 

68 Richard Nixon, The Memoirs ef Richard Nixon (New York, 1978), 292. 
69 'Hungary', Time, 5 Nov. 1956, 30. 
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poster of 1953, which carried the (anti-Social Democratic) message 
that 'all paths of Marxism lead to Moscow', and showed an Asian-
looking Red Army soldier lurking on the horizon. 

This language was derived from the National Socialist 
armoury. 70 It survived and was renewed in the post-war discourse 
because it could be linked with a concept of Europe which con-
veyed connotations of Abendland rhetoric but without its explicitly 
religious dimension. Rather, it referred to (Western and Central) 
Europe as the place of civilization. Thus the Hungarian rebellion 
of 1956 served as proof that 'this proud and knightly people' was 
part ofEurope.71 'The Hungarians are Europeans just like us. In 
recent days the thousands who have died as martyrs have borne 
impressive testimony to this.'72 It made sense, therefore, to stress 
the violence of Communism: it was 'Asiatic' violence. After all, 
the different constructions of otherness could, in ideal-typical 
terms, be distinguished as such. For Americans, Communism was 
paganism, a false religion. For Germans, it was a different race-
to be more precise, a lower race. For Americans it represented a 
danger arising from the inside, unrecognized, while Germans 
were afraid of an invasion of subhumans. 

These notions were reflected in physical descriptions of 
Communists. In Germany there was an older picture which inter-
fered with the newer one. Still prevalent, although in retreat, was 
a semantics which had dominated descriptions of Bolsheviks since 
1917. This was the language of the proletarian, the corporal, and 
the masses. Communists were imagined as the many; after the 
First World War they had been depicted as the 'red flood'. 73 But 
this language was losing ground, since, with the Sovietization of 
Eastern Europe, the 'masses' were associated with fundamentally 
different things. Now these masses had fallen prey to their 
enemies, the Communist functionaries. The functionaries were 
ideologically inflexible, even ossified. At the same time they were 
so disciplined as to abandon every independent thought. 'To do 
nothing more than just be amazed when established values are 
thrown overboard seems to us to be rather disciplined behaviour 
and a good start for the necessary ideological re-education.' This 

70 Pierre A~oberry, 'Der Bolschewik', in Etienne Franc;ois and Hagen Schulze (eds.), 
Deutsche Erinnerungsor/£ (Munich, 2001), 455-68, who overstates the unbrokenness of this line 
of tradition. 71 AdolfZopf, letter to the editor, Siiddeutsche ,<jiiung, 3 Nov. 1956. 

72 'Warum helfi: Ihr uns nicht?', Siiddeutsche ,?,eitung, 29 Oct. 1956. 
73 For this discourse see Klaus Theweleit, Miirmerphantasien, 2 vols. (Reinbek, 1980). 
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was how a critical voice in the Siiddeutsche ,?,eitung assessed the 
astonished yet guarded reaction of GDR journalists to Nikita 
Khrushchev's surprising invitation to Chancellor Adenauer to visit 
Moscow inJune 1955.74 

Along with this assessment of the functionaries, the masses 
acquired a more positive colouring, since they were the ones who 
stood up against Communist rule. Thus the revolts in Hungary in 
1956 and East Germany in 1953 were called an 'outburst of fury 
of the disappointed masses'. 75 With this change of setting, the 
masses attained individual features. They were seen as honest 
workers with names and a family background, as 'good guys' who 
resisted Communist levelling. 'The powerful East Berlin demon-
strations of workers this week and their violent suppression have 
shown quite plainly to the world that the alleged "dictatorship of 
the proletariat" in a territory controlled by Communists is strongly 
rejected precisely by the labouring masses and, if the opportunity 
arises, meets open resistance.'76 Moreover, the rising masses had 
emancipated themselves from the oppressive functionaries: 'So 
often they had to march, in East Berlin. But now things are differ-
ent. No bored faces, no standardized patterns, no banners, no 
papier mache heads of "beloved labour leaders", no marching 
music, no lockstep.'77 Those who demonstrated their rights in this 
way were, so to speak, middle-class masses, self-confident citizens. 
In return, the former attributes of the masses were attached to the 
functionaries, who were now depicted as being uneducated, bad-
mannered, and proletarian in their attitudes. Physical descriptions 
showed functionaries to be the real proletarians. They were exces-
sive drinkers, talked much too loudly, and most were overweight. 78 

In the USA the exact opposite could be observed. Here 
Communists had always had been few in number. The CPUSA 
had never numbered more than 50,000 members and, above 
all, most workers had never been attracted by the movement. 
Thus, semantically, Communists were portrayed as barely visible, 

74 'Das Streiflicht', Siiddeutsche Zeitung, n-12 June 1955. 
75 'Die Erhebung gegen Moskau', Siiddeutsche Zeitung, 25 Oct. 1956. 
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inconspicuous members of the urban middle classes, with a clear 
anti-intellectual bias. 'The pudgy little Austrian-German looked 
like a secondhand bookseller or perhaps a secondrate insurance 
man. Baldish and bespectacled, only 5 feet 5 inches tall, with an 
owlishly genial face, he seemed strangely miscast in his role of 
alleged boss of U.S. Communists.' This is how Life described the 
professional revolutionary and Communist spy Gerhart Eisler, 
brother of the German composer Hanns Eisler and the former 
Communist icon Ruth Fischer. 79 Julius Rosenberg was described 
as 'a mousy little engineer'.80 Even the buildings of the Communist 
world were grey.81 In American eyes Communists were anything 
but violent and bibulous proletarians. Rather, they looked like 
everybody else, hidden within the middle class, and exactly this 
made them so dangerous. 'They always sneak around', was how a 
Wisconsin citizen replied to the question of how he imagined 
Communists.82 ForJ. Edgar Hoover, Communists were dangerous 
because they were so few in number. If they were numerous, they 
could not hide from the public so easily.83 Joseph McCarthy added 
a clear anti-elitist tone. When speaking for the first time about his 
list of alleged agents in the US government, he pointed to 'the bright 
young men who are born with silver spoons in their mouth',84 that 
is, the sons of wealthy families who had been at Harvard or Yale 
and were now implementing Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal. 
American imaginations assumed Communists to be members of the 
middle if not upper class; they were well educated and fitted per-
fectly into American society and its cities, which they took to like a 
duck to water. 

These were men without qualities and, moreover, without emo-
tions. 'There was no animation in the cold clear eyes behind the 
rimless bifocals .... Among his relentless, cold-blooded fellow 
plotters, Walter Ulbricht stood out as the iciest of them all, for he 
had no trace of sentiment or warmth.'85 Soviet functionaries were 
similarly inconspicuous, but this contrasted sharply with the per-
sonality cult around Stalin, whose death caused a succession 

79 'The Career of Gerhart Eisler as a Comintem Agent', Life, 17 Feb. 1947, 99. 
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problem of a special kind: 'A pale-faced politician in a badly cut 
lounge suit who has been kept in the shade by a god all his lifetime 
cannot assume the attributes of a deity overnight. The people 
have to be educated to see a god where there was only a profes-
sional party boss.'86 Men without qualities do not have it in them-
selves to become godlike. 

While they were proletarians in German political discourse, 
Communists were regarded in America as ordinary people living 
in ordinary environments-yet in secret they were very different. 
Language reflected the fact that there were few Communists in 
the USA, and that only about 10 per cent of Americans knew 
anybody who they believed to be a Communist.87 In Germany, 
Communism was a well-known, even familiar, phenomenon, 
despite all the stigma attached to it. Only twenty years earlier, one 
out of six Germans had voted Communist. For the new Germany 
of the economic miracle, which longed for a levelled middle-class 
society, proletarian features were a memory of past times. It was 
no coincidence that semantically the roughneck Communist func-
tionaries were described in terms similar to those which, only 
shortly before, had been used for the National Socialists. 

IV 1he 1960s and the 1970s: A .New Communism 

During the 1960s, the anti-Communist discourse of enmity waned 
temporarily in Germany, only to receive a new boost with the rise 
of the student movement. The students nourished the almost for-
gotten language of the threatening masses again. But it was a new 
kind of Communism which, like the Czech reform movement, 
raised the question of whether this Communism was the same as 
the old Stalinist Communism had been. Similar questions arose 
with regard to the Vietnam War and the diplomatic rapproche-
ment with China. Still, the categories were similar. The Germans 
talked about the masses (whether good or bad), 'Asiatic' features, 
and National Socialism. In the USA, by contrast, people talked 
about inconspicuous middle-class behaviour and agents. Yet it 
now became a matter of debate whether these categories still 
applied, and if so, to whom. 

86 'False God Dies, Crisis is Born', 4ft (International Edition}, 6 Apr. 1953, 8. 
87 Schrecker, 'Many Are the Crimes', 141--2. 
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'A Red Guard ran riot in the city streets, a ... student mob',88 

was how the conservative newspaper Die Welt described a demon-
stration in Berlin early in 1967. Spi,egel published a photograph of 
student leader Rudi Dutschke on its front page, and readers inter-
preted this image as representing an 'Asiatic', even brutish, figure: 
'When I want to see something like this I go to the zoo. '89 Others 
sent in photomontages of the picture, graphically underlining this 
interpretation.90 The animal imagery, which was nothing but a 
radicalization of the topos Asiatic equals subhuman, attained some 
prominence when, during the election campaign of 1969, the 
leader of the Bavarian Christian Social Union (CSU), Franzjosef 
StrauB, said in public: 'These people behave like animals and the 
laws made for human beings cannot apply to them.'91 But all this 
was controversial now. If anybody supported this sort of language, 
an opponent always appeared to contest such labelling.Just as the 
National Socialist past caused strife on both sides, readers argued 
about whether Dutschke's face really was brutish or 'infinitely 
more human than the mugs of our average citizens'.92 

One change was striking: it became customary to treat the 
matter satirically. This could work both ways and was often 
ambiguous. When Hitler was described as the APO-the extra-
parliamentary opposition-of the 1920s, it was unclear whether 
this comparison was intended to offend the left-wing extra-parlia-
mentary student movement of the 1960s, or to rehabilitate the 
National Socialists. Ironic references to Nazi propaganda lan-
guage could be understood as equating conservative world views 
with those of the Nazis-or were students to be seen as victims 
like the Jews? 'An end must be put to the demoralizing and state-
subverting attitude of world studentry [Weltstudententum, by analogy 
with 'worldjewry']! We need a student-free Germany!'93 The his-
torical comparison with National Socialism was omnipresent, but 
in contrast to the 1950s there was constant debate about how to 
interpret such comparisons. The satirical treatment added another 
element of ambivalence by ridiculing the traditional language of 
propaganda. 

88 Die Welt, quoted in Spiegel, 7 (1967), 39. 
89 Dr Alphonse Schwarz, letter to the editor, Spiegel, 1 (1968), 8. 90 Ibid. 
91 Telegram to the Bavarian Minister-President Alfons Goppel, 18July 1969, Spiegel, 28 
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With the student movement, Communism re-entered the heart 
of German society. It aroused the same fears and provoked images 
similar to those from after the Second World War. However, voices 
were now increasingly to be heard which considered a humane 
Communism possible. The different outlooks and political self-
descriptions of the student activists made people surmise that there 
were different kinds of Communists. This change was paralleled by 
growing legitimization problems on the part of anti-Communism 
itsel£ The left-wing APO movement developed the strategy of anti-
anti-Communism and attacked anti-Communists for being anti-
democratic themselves. Increasingly, anti-Communism appeared 
dull and illiberal; thus the term could now become an accusation in 
itsel£ 

According to the media under scrutiny, the movement of 1968 
was generally not perceived as being Communist in the USA. In 
the public debate there was almost no reference to Communism, 
even when Europe was at stake. Instead there was much talk 
about bad conditions for students or authoritarian attitudes in 
society. German and French students were sympathetically 
described as 'young radicals' or 'young revolutionaries', but even 
when they shouted 'Ho-Ho-Ho-Chi-Minh', they were not called 
Communists. This term was reserved for the GDR regime which, 
in the eyes of Time Magazine, still 'posed a potentially greater peril 
to the city [of West Berlin] than even the hotheaded students'.94 

The French May movement of 1968 was perceived as a civil 
protest movement against the old president, Charles de Gaulle, 
not as a radical revolutionary movement. 'The convulsion was 
part carnival, part anarchist spree, increasingly spurred on by 
Communists-but, more than anything, it was a spontaneous 
spark of national temper.'95 There is reason to assume that the 
emphatically public character and expressive self-presentation of 
the movement of 1968 did not match the idea of Communists 
'sneaking around'. Because of their overt character, the 1968 gen-
eration could not be Communists in American eyes. 

The same impression is conveyed by American assessments of 
the Prague Spring and the ensuing occupation of Czechoslovakia 
by the Warsaw Pact armies. American media took note that 
Dubcek was a Communist, albeit a reformist one. And this meant, 

94 'West Berlin: Ignoble Emulation', Tune, 19 Apr. 1968, 35-6. 
95 'France enragee: The Spreading Revolt', Tune, 24 May 1968, 32. 
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in American eyes, that he was not considering a thorough sys-
temic overhaul. Rather, 'the Czechoslovak people got quite out 
ofhand',96 and this could explain the Prague Spring: it was a riot 
of the people against the Communists. The reports delivered 
romantic pictures of the Vltava with dreamy young people and 
metaphors of spring ('Czechoslovakia sprang to life'). It was not 
Communism that had reformed itself in the Prague Spring; rather 
it was the people who had taken advantage of freedom, gained 
their own momentum, and tried to get rid of Communism. Thus, 
ultimately, the actors of the Prague Spring were not really 
Communists, apart from the men around Dubcek who were more 
driven than driving. However, the Prague Spring, for the first 
time, suggested that there was a chance of reforming Eastern 
Communism. It seemed that Dubcek had allies in the Kremlin, 
and that therefore there must be people with similar ideas in 
Moscow, too. The uninspired Leonid Brezhnev, however, threat-
ened by this 'infection of ideas in the remaining satellites and in 
the Soviet Union', was driven only by anxieties for his own power. 
He had to cope with these young reformers, who could not even 
be named by Life, but who were dynamic and future-oriented, 
whereas Brezhnev and his ilk were depicted as 'mediocre, fright-
ened, divided, totally lacking the sense of direction, the decisive-
ness, and the drive, which Khrushchev brought to the problems 
of his day'. 97 

In Germany, the concept of Communism as a political religion 
proved valid again with the advent of Communist reform move-
ments. At times like these, Moscow turned semantically into 
Rome, not tolerating any deviation from the dogma. Equally, 
political reformers such as Dubcek were compared to the religious 
reformer Jan Hus, who took up not only the religious but also the 
national cause of the Czechs.98 The occupation of Czechoslovakia 
became an 'account of the Passion',99 and consequently Walter 
Ulbricht was called a '.Judas' because he had supported the Soviet 
invasion with help and advice. 100 The Kremlin was seen as an 
assembly of old men just like the Vatican-after all, the widely 
criticized encyclical letter Humanae Vitae, which condemned birth 

96 'The Kremlin has its Dubceks too', life, 16 Sept. 1968, 21. 
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control, had been issued only one month before the occupation 
of Czechoslovakia. Like the Pope, the old men in Russia wanted 
to enforce their true faith by any means: 'Zealots who practise 
their socialist ardour by means of violation.' 101 Accordingly, the 
young Czechs were associated with the early Christian apostles. In 
this imagery, Communism was still conceived of as a political reli-
gion, but there was room for a reformation with a new gospel: 
The challengers remained Communists, just as Luther had remained a 
Christian when leaving the bosom of the only true Church. They 
remained Communists in a way the world had not seen before: 
Communists who put an end to the corrupt dictatorship of their own 
party ... Communists who opened the jails, freed the abased, and re-
habilitated the oppressed [ one is tempted to add: who made the blind see 
and the lame walk] ... Communists who proclaimed the freedom of the 
press. As the anti-Christ traumatized the pious during the Middle Ages, 
so the New Communism in Prague traumatized the faithful of the Soviet 
empire. Prague became a 'counter revolution'. Moscow tried everything 
to eliminate the heresy and to lead the apostates back on to the right 
track-in vain. 102 

To describe Dubcek as Luther could, in a German news maga-
zine, also imply a glimpse of hope for the GDR: Luther was a 
German, after all. Thus, to recapitulate, Communism was a polit-
ical religion, and the new Communists/Protestants were even 
more part of German society than the older ones had been. 

For Americans, the decisive encounter with Communists 
during the 1960s was the Vietnam War. At first glance, this expe-
rience seemed to change American views of the enemy pro-
foundly.103 As it seemed, these were Communists who were 
overwhelmingly rural, non-white, non-intellectual, and spoke a 
language incomprehensible to Americans. On closer inspection, 
however, the semantics used here strongly resembled the older 
ones. The Vietcong were invisible and hid amongst the 
Vietnamese peasants and in the jungle, just as, during the 1950s, 
the common man or the grey functionary had hidden amongst 
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the urban middle class. Consequently, they were also called 'infil-
trators', 104 who simply hid out when facing combat, 105 and built 
underground tunnels so that there was always the danger of a 
'Communist presence below'. When chasing them one would 
surely find 'North Vietnamese trenches and bunkers ... but 
hardly a trace of opposition'. 106 In Vietnam, Communists could 
be identified by the very fact that they were almost invisible. 
Therefore, in contrast to German political language, the 
American media always employed a semantics well aware that 
'Vietcong' was just an abbreviation of 'the Vietnam Communists'. 
Thus the traditional picture was confirmed, but also changed, by 
the fact that these Communists were not middle-class intellectuals, 
but belonged to another race, came from the countryside, and did 
not have much in common with Western civilization. In 
American discourse, too, the ethnicizing undertones of the 
German image of Communism became apparent. The discovery 
that the 'other' looks different would now become a constant 
feature of views of the enemy in the USA 

V Final Considerations 

From the late 1960s the landscape of world politics changed 
rapidly. The politics of detente, the American-Chinese rap-
prochement, and the proxy wars in the Third World brought 
about a shift of perspective which fostered a view of Communism 
as a world-political movement rather than as ideological compe-
tition. At first glance this did not change much in relation to the 
images of Communism. Certainly the reform movements in 
Prague and Paris enabled new perceptions, and some conver-
gence between German and American perceptions can be regis-
tered. But these changes could not mask the older national 
patterns of perceptions. There was a lasting civil-religious tradition 
of the 'empire of evil' in America. The image of the fanatic who 
dedicates his entire life to a sinister idea, tries to avoid attention, 
and vanishes among the masses displays all the characteristics of 
a conspirator. This view remained alive throughout the Vietnam 
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War. However, the idea of a middle-class intellectual, the 'sec-
ondhand bookseller' as the enemy in the midst of one's own 
society, receded in favour of a more ethnicized image, as was the 
tradition in Germany. Here the picture of Communism had long 
been tied to images of the masses. But the Sovietization of Eastern 
Europe gave the masses a better image because they obviously 
resisted the functionaries. The idea of an ethnic Communist came 
under fire with the student movement, although many metaphors 
of animals and 'Asiatics' were still current. Instead, the image of 
the Communist gained an anti-intellectual and generational 
aspect in Germany. In contrast to the Kremlin rulers, the students 
were young. But essential elements of the older picture remained 
stable, such as that of the mob which occupies the streets. 

Certainly these national distinctions are to some extent exag-
gerated. It was possible to describe Communism as 'diabolical' in 
Germany too. And on the other side of the Atlantic people were, 
of course, quite aware that the rebellions in Eastern Germany, 
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia were national uprisings as well, and 
that therefore the usurpers were not merely Communists, but 
Russians first. In Germany as in the USA there was talk of 
'Khrushchevism'-even if this meant two different things. 
Communists were criminalized in Germany too, and they were 
denied civil rights not only in the USA. 107 Yet visible differences 
in the quality media show that distinct images of the 'other' were 
still effective. These images were to a large degree the product of 
different national political cultures. The secularizing language of 
Germany, like the religious semantics of the USA, related 
Communism directly to their own society in each case. Their own 
society was to be identified in the mirror of the enemy. There 
were different social centres of gravity when it came to describing 
Communism: the proletariat in Germany; the middle class in the 
USA. Yet both had a similar concern with industrial mass society 
and the class at its heart. In Germany industrial mass society was 
thought of as proletarian, whereas in the USA the same term gave 
rise to images of a suburban middle class. Both carried specific 
threats. In Germany proletarian Communists were believed to 
occupy the streets noisily and violently, whereas in the USA they 
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were considered to be in hiding, be it in the tropical jungle or, as 
before, in the urban jungle. 




