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Anti-communism has long been an impor­
tant force in the West, but just how 
significant is it? What kind of weight 
should be given to it when assessing the 
politics of the capitalist world? In their 
introduction to the latest edition of the 
Socialist Register (devoted to the subject of 
anti-communism), Ralph Miliband and 
Marcel Liebman write of an 'anti-
communist enterprise which decisively 
shapes the present epoch.' Anti-
communism, they suggest, is 'a crucial 
aspect of the politics of the twentieth 
century' - one that is often neglected on 
the Left. Their emphasis is a useful correc­
tive to the more common view which is to 

underline the role of communism itself 
(and more particularly the revolutionary 
zeal of the Soviet Union in the wake of the 
1917 revolution) in the shaping of the 
modern world. Miliband and Liebman 
concentrate on the dangerous impact of the 
antibody rather than on the original dis­
ease. 

As a result of the insidious propaganda 
that has washed ceaselessly over the world 
since 1917 communism always gets de­
scribed by its opponents as an illness. 
General Pinochet, on seizing power, refer­
red to the need 'to extirpate the Marxist 
cancer'. And he is not alone. Communism 
is often portrayed as a virus or a plague 
that, once it gains a hold, can rarely be 
eradicated. The victim must be prised free 
by force, the wound must be cauterised. 
The images are from the Middle Ages, the 
language that of the Inquisition. Anti-
communists believe unquestioningly, as 
Miliband and Liebman point out, that 
communism is 'a supreme and unqualified 
evil'. 

But what of anti-communism? The im­
plicit argument in the Socialist Register is 
that anti-communism has its own dynamic 
and is more influential in world affairs than 
communism itself. The work! is 
threatened, not by communism (however 
defined), but by the fever of crusading 
anti-communism. 

At one level this is self-evident. If the 
struggle between communism and anti-
communism can be crudely equated with 
the competition between the Soviet Union 
and the United States, then there is no 
contest. 

Not only is the Soviet Union not quite 
the 'superpower' it is often cracked up to 
be (by friends as well as opponents), it is, 
by the standards of most large states, a 
conservative 'satisfied' power. Far from 
seeking a global role, it is continually 
embarrassed by events in Africa and Latin 
America. It certainly takes a close interest 
in the Middle East, but chiefly for reasons 
of geographic propinquity (as well as be­
cause it has a large Moslem and Jewish 
population of its own). At home, the Soviet 
Union has become a worried experimen­
ter, unhappy about progress, increasingly 
aware that its problems defy easy defini­
tion. The certainty of former years has 
given way to a sense of groping in the dark. 

The United States, on the other hand, is 
the most powerful country in the world, 
imbued with a deep religious zeal and an 
impassioned belief that its own way of life 
is not only superior but can be effortlessly 

duplicated all over the globe. Like the 
Victorian English before them, Americans 
today have an unshakeable faith in the 
perfectability of man and society through 
the application of science and technology. 
But they see this dream constantly 
threatened by 'communism', and in quixo­
tic ventures ever since 1945 they have 
sought to slay the dragon. Some of them -
Greece, Korea, Guatemala, Vietnam - are 
chronicled in this book. 

In consequence the United States has 
actually become what it sees (wrongly) the 
Soviet Union to be: a crusading power 
motivated by, and exporting, a crude and 
dangerous ideology - in the American 
case, anti-communism. 

As might be expected, anti-communism 
- and anti-Sovietism - has never been 
popular. One article in the Socialist Regis­
ter makes reference to the extraordinary 
campaign that had to be launched both in 
Europe and the United States in the after­
math of the Second World War to under­
mine the popular notion that the Soviet 
Union was an ally. The amount of govern­
ment money, overt and covert, that had to 
be poured into this campaign - to persuade 
the American people to reject isolationism, 
and the British to accept the new hostility 
to their old ally - is still a state secret. But 
the outline of the story is clear. And once 
again it emerges that anti-communism has 
almost always been used to curb social 
revolt at home (particularly in Europe) and 
to justify imperial expansion abroad (in the 
case of the United States). 

The danger of anti-communism is that 
dreamy fantasies take the place of analysis 
based on reality, as can be seen clearly in 
the case of Latin America. Latin American 
intellectuals have always been powerfully 
influenced by Marxism. Yet in spite of the 
outspokenness of the Marxist discourse in 
political circles, the reality has usually 
been reformist rather than revolutionary. 
But the United States is only capable of 
listening to the fiercesome verbiage. It 
rarely bothers to stop to examine the 
historical context or to explore the reality 
underneath. That would not be the way of 
the anti-communist. For them Marxist 
language clearly implies subordination to 
the Soviet Union. 

There is an additional confusion in the 
United States about the relations of the 
Latin American Left with the Soviet Un­
ion. Latin Americans throughout history 
have always looked for external allies 
against the prevailing external influence. 
When Spain ruled the continent, they 
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looked to Britain. When Britain became 
too powerful, they looked to the United 
States or to Europe. When the United 
States took its turn as the imperial over­
lord, they looked to Europe again - to Nazi 
Germany at one stage, to the Soviet Union 
at another. But this search for external 
allies did not turn the Latin Americans 
either into Nazis or into Communists. The 
Soviet Union gets support, not for its 

intrinsic merits, but because it is an enemy 
of the United States. But here again the 
anti-communist eyeglass through which 
Americans view the world causes them to 
confuse the Latin Americans' natural sym­
pathy for the Soviet Union with ideological 
solidarity. 

The essays in the Socialist Register pro­
vide a stimulating introduction to the 
subject that deserves more study and de­

bate. The editors give some space to the 
question of 'anti-communism of the Left' 
but it is clear that the right wing variety is 
the one that causes them the greatest 
concern. Yet it would be difficult to write 
the history of the last twenty years without 
taking a closer look at anti-communism of 
the Left, coupled with the names of Trots­
ky and Mao. Another volume perhaps. 

Richard Gott 
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ASSOCIATION 

has recently publ ished an 
educat ion pack fo r teachers and 

youth workers, 'Why Discuss 
Abor t ion? A Workpack For Use 
W i t h Young People'. I t seeks to 
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