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Abstract  
 
This paper argues that the democratic breakthrough in 1989-1991 was prefigured by meanings of 
democracy that emerged during the political evolution of communism. Meanings of democracy 
are not understood as variations of a universal model but as contingent interpretive acts follow-
ing the existential uncertainty of political crises under communism. Whilst institutional perspec-
tives associate democratic freedom with abstract principles of individualism, autonomy, or the 
rule of law, the anthropological perspective on the experience of democratisation proposed here 
emphasises the power of spirit and consciousness in the formation of meanings. This argument is 
developed by elaborating three propositions: Historically, communism was not simply an un-
democratic, totalitarian system but a social organism in gestation; The emergence of communism 
in 1917 in Russia and 1945 in eastern Europe, but also major challenges to its power in 1956, 
1968, and 1980, created new democratic aspirations at the level of symbolism and political con-
sciousness; Democratisation was prefigured both in the political imagination of democracy as an 
undifferentiated good and in the “power of the powerless,” by which Eastern European dissi-
dence aimed to make a political choice at the existential level of recognising the people as a po-
litical subject.  
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Introduction 
 

It has become a consensus in the social sciences that only the sudden and complete ex-
tinction of communism opened up the possibility of democratisation in Eastern Europe. 
This consensus relies broadly upon two epistemological premises. On the one hand, de-
mocracy was understood strictly as political democracy within the institutional frame-
work of the state. From such a perspective, communist regimes were clearly “non-de-
mocratic.” On the other hand, communism was summarised as a by-gone period of poli-
tics, a “legacy,” which would be substantially distinguished from post-communism. Sepa-
rating the communist legacy from democracy on grounds of normative and functional 
considerations has blurred much of the historical complexity of democratisation. Fol-
lowing procedural models of political processes, democracy was conceived of as the 
equilibrium of a constituted political order. The end of communism would not require 
linking the enquiry into democratisation to the history of communist politics.  

Yet, it is difficult to imagine any regime transformation without subversion of the 
preceding order. If civic spirit and democratic sentiment were non-existent under com-
munism, on what grounds can one claim that autonomous political elites will support the 
transition to and the consolidation of democracy? If totalitarianism was an oppressive 
force capable of changing human nature and society, how could communism implode 
without any considerable resistance? Since Alexis Tocqueville’s Ancien Régime and the 
Revolution, it has been recognised that the new regime is intrinsically linked to the social 
bases of the “old regime” (Tocqueville, 1988). Before new institutions are founded, the 
“old” regimes faces challenges, creating new opportunities at the level of aspirations, be-
liefs, consciousness, and the formation of meanings.  
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Subsequently, I shall propose an experiential perspective on democratisation, 
which connects the emergence and crisis of communism in Russia and Eastern Europe 
to the formation of new meanings of democracy.  The central argument is that commu-
nism cannot just be classified as a by-gone historical episode or a legacy but that it has 
been a social organism in gestation that contained experiences that would transform 
popular consciousness, produce new interpretations of power, and generated alternative 
meanings of democracy (Kubik, 1994; Kotkin, 1995; Kharkhordin, 1999; Sakwa, 1999, 
Lefort, 2007; Wydra, 2007). Political crises during communism did not only produce 
contentious politics at the level of institutional structures but also an existential uncer-
tainty, which individuals and whole societies had to make sense of. Major political rup-
tures such as de-stalinisation in Russia, the Hungarian revolution in 1956, the Prague 
Spring in 1968, or the Solidarność revolution in Poland in 1980, had an existential dimen-
sion. Even if these revolutionary challenges failed to produce democratic “outcomes”, 
they bequeathed a political symbolism, socially communicated memories, and civic con-
sciousness. The interpretive power of meaning has been crucial for maintaining aspira-
tions that introduced the people as a political subject not only at the level of ideology but 
also at the level of self-determination and social recognition. 

In institutional theories of democratic transition, consolidation is assumed to 
have failed when violence endangers the protection of the three things any state is sup-
posed to protect: life, property, and liberty (Linz and Stepan, 1996; Offe, 1997). Whilst 
institutional approaches to democratisation have made important contributions to under-
standing the functional aspects of political structures in equilibrium, they have under-
emphasised the rise of democracy at the level of the political imagination. An experiential 
perspective of democratisation, therefore, needs to problematise “undemocratic” condi-
tions that liberal democratic theory would consider coterminous with the failure of con-
solidation. Precisely because the totalitarian nature of communism made it impossible to 
identify “democrats” in the accepted definition of political elites exercising power in rep-
resentative democracies, the enquiry needs to tackle the pre-political dimension. Histori-
cally, democrats emerge not under the shelter of an institutionalised liberal democratic 
order but rather under conditions of existential uncertainty, incivility, and violence. In the 
absence of constitutional guarantees and democratic values such as the equality of condi-
tions, human rights or the accountability of power, the task of resistance against an op-
pressive regime is to break one’s submission on the basis of consciousness. Such a con-
sciousness is not a natural condition but requires making sense of incivility and violence 
in order to create an alternative system of symbolic world-maintenance. Bringing back 
communism into the thinking about democratisation is thus not motivated by nostalgia 
for a failed political experiment, but rather is an attempt to address a cognitive failure. 
The point is not to blunt differences between regimes such as communism and democ-
racy but to problematise this dichotomy from an anthropological and historical perspec-
tive. 

 
The Roots of Democratic Essentialism 

 
Before bringing the communist experience into an enquiry about democratisation, it is 
important to elucidate the epistemological roots of the analytical separation between 
communism and democracy. One can identify a conceptual determinism with regard to 
political regimes, and a historicist approach to political transformations. On the one 
hand, the Cold War established totalitarianism as a pejorative term that simultaneously 
designated and disapproved of one-party states and mass terror. Totalitarianism was con-
sidered to be the polar opposite of democracy, a dichotomy that drew on the shift in 
meanings with regard to two interpretive strands in the thought on totalitarianism (Hal-
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berstam, 1999, 5-6). Ideologically, the earlier conception of totalitarianism followed a 
phenomenological and philosophical approach highlighting totalitarian rule as the peak 
of the crisis of the modern nation-state. This approach relied on a concern for the way in 
which the person stands in a meaningful relation to the world, as it appears to him or her 
in everyday experience. Conversely, in the wake of Stalin’s death, the liberal approach 
developed a whole range of comparisons of functional-empirical criteria which estab-
lished totalitarianism as its own antithesis (Friedrich and Brzezinski, 1956: 17). Totalitari-
anism was considered as a set of ideologically prescribed organisational methods, which 
violated the freedom of conscience and destroyed meaningful social relations for the sake 
of total political control. Although this understanding was of considerable use for a ty-
pology of political regimes totalitarianism, it was a highly ideological and simplistic no-
tion. Even if it is problematic to speak of “errors” in the evolution of concepts, there is 
good reason to see some validity in such a claim with regard to the theory of totalitarian-
ism (Hassner, 1996: 221-68). This error arises when a philosophical problem concerned 
with the total attack on human existence is classified along criteria of empirical social sci-
ence. American Sovietology was not able to comprehend communism’s assault on hu-
man dignity and human co-existence, something that only literary works such as those of 
George Orwell, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Czesław Miłosz, Václav Havel, and others could 
express.  

On the other hand, the end of the Cold War was perceived as an epochal trans-
formation, inaugurating a new stage of history. The collapse of communism was so un-
expected and momentous that some observers likened it to a genesis scenario, a com-
pletely new beginning (Jowitt, 1992). In a historicist fashion, modernisation theory 
claimed that “in Eastern Europe the major obstacle to democratisation was Soviet con-
trol: once it was removed, the movement to democracy spread rapidly” (Huntington, 
1996: 7). For the best scholarship in democratic transitions such a new beginning was 
associated with the institutional design of a normatively desirable model of democratic 
government, from a vantage point that knew “what democracy is” (Schmitter and Karl, 
1996; Offe, 1997; Elster et al., 1998). Drawing on an important tradition in democratic 
theory, democracy was seen as a complex set of operative guidelines and institutionalised 
rules and norms by which elites would come to control the actions, behaviour, and re-
sponses of citizens (Schumpeter, 1976; Dahl, 1956: 13). Such a focus gives priority to the 
normative-functional elements of a model of political equilibrium at the expense of an 
enquiry into the historical roots of democracy. From this functional perspective, the 
“non-democratic” or “pre-democratic” period could be clearly distinguished from the 
democratic period where political democracy becomes the “only game in town,” making 
the desire of essential players to boycott the game ineffective (Linz and Stepan, 1996: 5). 
Political democracy in the state relies on the assumption that all the relevant political 
forces find it best to continue to submit their interests and values to the uncertain inter-
play of the institutions (Przeworski, 1991: 26). Such “normal,” limited political uncer-
tainty requires a high level of certainty about the enforcement of laws, which safeguard 
institutions against subversion.  

The communist party’s monopoly of power prevented the possibility of such 
limited political uncertainty. The systemic dichotomy between totalitarianism and democ-
racy established communism as lacking democratic experience. Beyond the functional 
distinction of political regimes, Eastern European and Russian politics were determined 
by civilisational backwardness, which would deny these polities an endogenous civic 
culture and democratic tradition. Here, the state had not been the product, but the in-
strument, of social and economic change, as indicated in the notion of “traditional pat-
tern of development in Russia,” which implied that any social or economic reform proc-
ess was driven and implemented by the Tsarist state. Similarly, the fledgling democracies 
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in Eastern Europe during the inter-war period could not resist various domestic and ex-
ternal pressures before giving way to authoritarian types of rule or invasion by foreign 
powers. Cultural preconceptions, such as the notions of “Russian authoritarianism” or of 
a “Balkan mentality,” were seen as preventing democratic development. Since many of 
these countries did not exist in the Western European sense of relatively unbroken his-
torical continuity, intellectual elites politicised culture by engineering cultural sources of 
their nations, often based on linguistic separatism, ethnic distinctiveness, and historical 
master narratives of national origins (Hann, 2002: 8). 

 
Democratisation as Experience 

 
Historically, however, democracy in the western hemisphere has not always been the in-
stitutional organisation of bounded uncertainty, where accountable government by laws 
would facilitate the civilised nature of political conflict. Rather, democratisation has fol-
lowed a contingent course and still by the time of the late 18th century was virtually a 
term of abuse (Dunn, 1992: 239-66). If the liberal consensus were the criterion for ana-
lysing democratisation in the United States, Great Britain, France, or Germany, could 
these countries actually meet the requirements of mature liberal democracy before intro-
ducing fully equal voting rights, such as women’s suffrage, or by abolishing prerogative 
rights? How would democracies in the West have come into being without individuals in 
society having risked challenging autocratic power? In revolutionary acts, such as in the 
American or French Revolutions, people challenged monolithic political authority not on 
the basis of constitutionally guaranteed rights but facing dramatic exposure to existential 
uncertainty and often under threat of death. The age of democratic revolution knew no 
“democrats,” but it provided the conditions of possibility for the emergence of political 
subjects with this new identity by introducing the ideas of equality and freedom at the 
level of political imagination (Palmer, 1959: 13-21).  

Whilst democratic theory insists on the connection between liberalism and de-
mocracy, the historically contingent evolution of democracy suggests that the individual 
and collective-institutional dimensions of democracy are in a constant tension. Classical 
liberalism was born in the struggle against the tyranny of absolute kings and is primarily 
concerned with the limitation of the power of the State over the individual. Conversely, a 
fully-fledged democracy would be a regime where the majority, through their representa-
tives, could carry out their will against any minority, which would be helpless against this 
“tyranny of the majority” (Tocqueville, 2000: 299-302). This opposition between majority 
and minority was a significant feature in the illiberal origin of modern democracies, an 
element that becomes clearer if we extend the meaning of the people from the demos to 
include the ethnos. The liberal version of democracy that emerged in North-western Eu-
rope conceived of the people as stratified, diverse, and class-based. Here, the state’s main 
role was to mediate and conciliate among competing interest groups (Mann, 2005: 55-
110). Conversely, in large parts of Central and Eastern Europe the people was conceived 
as organically held together by relations of blood and language. The supreme aim was to 
preserve this unity and purity against deviant minorities, often by ethnic cleansing. The 
crucial point is that in colonial settings the birth of democratic states, such as the United 
States or Australia, would see a fusion of the liberal and organic version, making demo-
cratic communities perpetrators of genocide and ethnic cleansing. The self-governing 
democratic communities of settlers were endowed with an ethnically exclusive concep-
tion of being civilised against what were considered native savages. Murderous cleansing 
by genocidal democracies can be considered usually worse than that committed by the 
Spanish and British empires (Mann, 2005: 107). 
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As the twentieth century showed in a particularly drastic way, the classifications 
of regime types in political science often blur the reality of transitions and contagion 
between regime forms. The emergence of totalitarian rule in Russia and later on in Nazi 
Germany, for instance, confirmed earlier insights about the contagion of regime types, as 
Bolshevism and Nazism seemed to be only viable way to end mob rule (Borkenau, 1940: 
150-2). Conversely, in exceptional situations “democrats” may be constrained to opt for 
authoritarian solutions in order to safeguard democracy. Thus, the foundation of post-
war democracy in West Germany was achieved by a temporary constitutional dictator-
ship.  

While liberal interpretations of representative democracy presuppose the consent 
of individuals to a constitutional order, this consent is not predetermined by laws of na-
ture but is articulated historically through contingent processes, often in particularly criti-
cal events. Grasping the nature of the experience of critical moments in history has been 
a central concern for a “new science of politics,” such as pioneered by Alexis de Tocque-
ville, Eric Voegelin, or Claude Lefort. The central aim of this new science of politics was 
to show that the existence of political societies should not be measured by opposing 
order against disorder (Tocqueville, 2000; Voegelin, 1987: 8; Lefort, 1986a: 20). For these 
theorists, the history of human arrangements has not been a series of variations of cau-
sally determined and measurable political “outcomes;” rather, history is an open-ended 
process of tensions between order and disorder, between truth and the deformation of 
reality. History is not a continuous stream of meaningful existence but, instead, it is 
fractured and punctuated with disruptions and discontinuities, where meaningful exist-
ence, truth, and the sense of reality are distorted. Open to the irruption of contingency, 
political existence proceeds somewhere between the imaginary extremes of absolute 
order and chaotic, often anarchic conflict. As Eric Voegelin put it: 

 
existence has the structure of the in-between, of the Platonic 
metaxy, and if anything is constant in the history of mankind it 
is the language of tensions between life and death, immortality 
and mortality, perfection and imperfection, time and timeless-
ness; between order and disorder, truth and untruth, sense and 
senselessness of existence (Voegelin, 1990: 119). 

 
One can illustrate this shift towards an anthropology of political experience by adopting 
Claude Lefort’s distinction between la politique (politics) and le politique (the political) (Le-
fort, 1986a: 19-32). Essentially, politics must be differentiated between two realities. On 
the one hand, the focus on external institutions makes up a pre-constituted domain of 
politics, which is delimited against the non-political fields of society, law, culture, or the 
economy; and on the other hand, the conditions under which a political order is insti-
tuted in historical reality with the aim at constituting order on the basis of constitutive 
principles. The latter implies an existential dimension where the political assumes the 
form of a lived experience of a liminal, in-between situation. Such situations are charac-
terised by intensified emotions, violence, reversal of social hierarchies and radical con-
flict. They not only involve the major institutional transformations but also the dissolu-
tion of structures of meaning. In Lefort’s view, the birth of modern democracy in the 
French Revolution was such a political moment where a series of dramatic events shat-
tered the absolutist monarchy, thus producing an unprecedented vacuum of authority.  

Whereas before the nineteenth century, political society relied on largely deter-
mined relations between corporate parts of society, the “democratic moment” intro-
duced radical indeterminacy. At the social level, the revolutionary crisis entailed the 
“disincorporation” of individuals. People accustomed to being a part of corporate bodies 
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in a feudal society were separated from such corporate bodies, which were perceived as 
“natural” hierarchies, to become the smallest units of the new type of social relations. At 
the symbolic level, the modern democratic revolution was about the transformation from 
power incorporated in two kinds of bodies, the body of the king and the corporate social 
body (Lefort, 1986b, 300-5). In monarchies, power is incorporated in the body of the 
king, as the body of the king gives the body to society. Conversely, democratic rule is not 
entitled to incorporate or appropriate power, as the exercise of power becomes subject to 
a periodical competition for this power. Being the rule of the people in their own inter-
est, power in a democracy emanates from the people but it is the power of nobody.  

The political, therefore, is not essentially founded on conflict as a timeless princi-
ple that applies regardless of historical context; rather, the political delineates a histori-
cally concrete series of critical events, centering around authority vacuums, moments 
when the “empty space of power” becomes apparent. Rather the political, refers to con-
junctural structures or fluid conjunctures, which are not simply chaotic but show certain 
regularities of thought, behaviour, and establish symbolic structures (Dobry, 1986; Sew-
ell, 2005: 225-70; Wydra, 2007: 31-57). If the political is seen as a lived experience, con-
tested sovereignty does not refer to the potentially destructive effects of revolutionary 
action against a state and the material basis of people’s lives. The point is those dissolu-
tions of political order also major social disruptions in the public sphere with serious re-
percussions for people’s private lives. Such dissolutions of “markers of certainty” disen-
tangled the legitimate basis of political power, the sources of moral and legal norms, and 
the production of knowledge. This existential dimension of revolutionary conditions can 
be likened to what Marcel Mauss termed a “total social fact,” (Mauss, 2001: xxv-xxx) 
containing also psychological, symbolic, or aesthetic consequences. The external disrup-
tion thus has also internal effects as it transforms consciousness, aspirations, and the at-
titudes towards fellow beings.  

The rise and fall of communism was essentially marked by a contingent sequence 
of critical events, where the authority vacuum would acquire existential dimensions that 
would produce new structures of meaning for individuals but for the collective body of 
society. The rise of Bolshevik communism in Russia in October 1917 would have been 
unthinkable without the genuinely democratic February revolution. Its success in the 
context of a massive breakdown of state authority during World War I produced a dual 
power regime that was hijacked by a Bolshevik coup d’état, leading to the consolidation 
of communist power in the subsequent civil war. Similarly, various crises in Eastern 
Europe would entail manifestations of autonomy and the rise of subjectivity that used 
the memory and symbols of revolutionary acts of liberation to recover the meaning of 
the people as the subject of politics by representing society existentially. World War II 
was not only an inter-state conflict, but particularly in Eastern Europe a social revolution 
where many countries, including the Soviet Union, suffered defeat in victory (Gross, 
2000). The turn of events in the wake of 1945 produced not only a shift in military alli-
ance – dissolving the war coalition between Western democracies and the Soviet Union – 
but also generated a Manichaean split between the free society and totalitarianism (Glea-
son, 1995: 72-88). Containment-policy in the West and the anti-fascist myth in the com-
munist sphere were crucial means of symbolising a beginning of the post-war era of 
normalization by the “total externalisation of evil” (Rossbach, 1999: 187). The revolu-
tionary uprisings in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland, and to a smaller extent, in the 
period of silent de-Stalinisation after 1953 produced authority vacuums with a deep im-
pact on incumbent power but also on popular consciousness.  

Thus, it seems untenable to reify the political evolution of communism as a re-
gime or a legacy. Similarly, the logical construction of democratisation as a dichotomy 
between causality and outcome would be a-historical and dismissive of the momentous 
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transformations within communism. From a perspective of the political, the evolution of 
democracy has not been predetermined by abstract categories of “causality” or “mod-
ernisation” but, first and foremost, by the active subversion of the previous order. The 
most powerful “theories” of democracy, for instance, actually fail to explicate the rejec-
tion of authoritarianism in Russia (Roeder, 2001: 19-22). This accounts for Barrington 
Moore’s structural-economic hypothesis “no bourgeois, no democracy” as well as for 
economistic theories, such as Seymour Martin Lipset’s or Adam Przeworski’s, that link 
the development and sustainability of democracy to a given level of economic wealth and 
the sustaining social groups. If democracy were dependent on the prerequisites of politi-
cal culture along the lines set out by Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, seven hundred 
years of Tsarist autocracy and seventy years of Soviet power would not be favourable 
preconditions. Finally, arguments stressing civic communities and associationalism in 
civil society, such as those put forward by Robert Putnam, are hardly compatible with the 
political reality of Soviet-type societies. 

Rather than to read the history of communism as a closed system of power that 
functioned differently from democratic systems, an anthropological perspective needs to 
restore the importance of political moments of authority vacuum and their creative ca-
pacity for establishing new structures of meaning. A growing body of literature has em-
phasized the importance of experience, interpretation of meaning, and symbolic politics 
for democratisation in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union (Kubik, 1994; Petro, 
1995, 2004; Verdery, 1996; Isaac, 1998; Sakwa, 1999; Lefort, 2007; Wydra, 2007; Wöll 
and Wydra, 2007). Research in cultural anthropology and political ethnography has made 
systematic attempts to understand practices of democracy with regard to local interpreta-
tions of the state, power, and representation  (Paley, 2002; Chabal and Daloz, 2006; 
Baiocchi and Cooper, 2008). Following Max Weber’s ideas on charismatic authority, it 
has been acknowledged that revolutionary transformations should not be limited to ex-
ternal and institutional sources; they are also generated from inside, following psycho-
logical and spiritual driving forces (Weber, 1980: 657-8). It is one of the fundamental 
anthropological conditions of power that situations of authority vacuum are marked by 
the need for orientation, for yardsticks and markers of certainty (Popitz, 1992). Creating 
markers of certainty internally refers to the spiritual implications of revolution, which 
supports the people’s need for systems of symbolic world-maintenance. Such meaning-
giving categories can include bordered territory, the transcendence of the social fabric, 
the imagined community of the nation but also more politically urgent aims such as in-
dependent statehood or national sovereignty.  

 
Critical Events under Communism 

 
In line with a historically embedded genetic approach to transitions in democracy, the 
experiential dimension of democratisation can be inserted within the political evolution 
of communism (Rustow, 1970; Petro, 1995; Sakwa, 1999). Few people would deny that 
the Russian Revolution of February 1917 started off as a genuinely democratic revolution 
where the collapse of Tsarism introduced “equality” as a social driving force. Throughout 
the deep social polarisation between February and October 1917, however, the initial lib-
eral-constitutional notion of democracy acquired a quasi-dictatorial meaning whereby the 
socially disadvantaged aimed to expel the “bourgeois elements” in the state as enemies 
(Figes and Kolonitskii, 1999: 122-4). Appropriating the notion of revolutionary democ-
racy, the Bolshevik party based its rule on the non-political claim of determining the 
course of history, setting the values, embodying the social spirit and defining the law. 
Lenin’s concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat was democratic in that it highlighted 
the sociological meaning of the “people” as relying on the identity of the vanguard party 
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and the proletariat in opposition to the Western liberal concept of political representa-
tion. In terms of political communication, therefore, communism developed a democ-
ratic terminology based on the centralising and collective element, which is expressed in 
notions such as democratic centralism or people’s democracy.   

Stalinism experienced its major challenge during the German invasion in World 
War II. Not unlike Russia’s victory over Napoleon’s armies more than a century earlier, 
the unprecedented human suffering and material destruction of the second World War 
stimulated the free thought and autonomy that accompanied the activities of masses of 
people together risking or sacrificing their lives in defense of their homeland (Urban, 
1997: 30). Following this first “de-Stalinisation” during the war, Stalin’s death in 1953 
made clear to his successors that the latent civil war against their own population threat-
ened the ruling class with a terrifying insecurity, a psychological fact that crucially con-
tributed to the end of open repression (Djilas, 1964: 147-63). This second de-Stalinisa-
tion in the mid-1950s induced profound transformations in the communicative context, 
which – although vague, limited and contradictory – was mediated by the focus on so-
cialist legality and in a fairly significant way revived the category of “democracy” in So-
viet society (Urban, 1997: 62). At yet another stage, the Soviet dissident movement took 
up the intellectual thrust of democratic aspirations already in its letter to the Soviet lead-
ers of 19 March 1970, which prefigured what was to become the language of Gor-
bachev’s perestroika. The democratic renaissance in the Soviet Union at the end of the 
1980s linked the goal of strengthening the answerability of party officials to Gorbachev’s 
vision of perestroika as prioritizing cultural change with a focus on attitudes, psychology, 
and consciousness (Breslauer, 2002: 67). Prior to the institutionalisation of partly com-
petitive elections and formal accountability of officials, democratisation included the 
“pluralism of opinions” and systemic criticism, which realized an equalisation of status 
between officials and the masses. Yet, meanings of democracy in Russia were associated 
with clearly “illiberal” forms of organization, as individualism emerged as a reaction to 
strongly collectivist forms of organization (Kharkhordin, 1999). Traditional patterns of 
belonging powerfully emerged in patterns of representation in the perestroika and marked 
much of the political discourse in the Congress of People’s Deputies and Supreme Soviet 
both in the late Soviet Union and the Russian Congress of People’s Deputies (Weigle, 
2000: 424-5). 

In a similar vein, the failure to maintain national sovereignty in many Eastern 
European states during the inter-war period cannot simply be discarded as inconsequen-
tial for the development of democracy (Rothschild, 1993: 22-6). The short-lived inde-
pendent statehood – such as in the Baltic countries, Czechoslovakia, or Poland – retained 
a high moral value, which was supported by symbols and commemoration of resistance, 
maintaining the – albeit precarious – time of independence as a goal to be restored (Ku-
bik, 1994). Preserving the physical existence of nations was crucial for providing identity, 
but also for fuelling desire for national independence after 1945. Thus, resistance against 
communist rule had been in gestation long before the final disruption. The Prague 
spring, for instance, did not arise as a spontaneous happening but was the result of a 
gradual awakening, a sort of creeping opening of the “hidden sphere” of society (Havel, 
1985: 43).  

The Hungarian revolution in 1956, the Prague Spring in 1968, or the Polish 
revolution in 1980 can be seen as manifestations of the political, where contested sover-
eignty was accompanied by transformations in social consciousness. The 1956 revolution 
in Hungary was prefigured by a breakdown of the moral authority of the regime, which 
in late October led to the virtual collapse of the communist party and the short-lived es-
tablishment of independent workers’ councils, revolutionary committees, and political 
parties. The Soviet intervention and the massive retaliation that included the impris-
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onment of tens of thousands and the execution of more than 2,000 people could not 
erase the fact that the revolution had been a spiritual liberation. It prefigured the recent 
democratic changes in Hungary, as the memory of thirty year old events and the chance 
that demands of that time might be satisfied, have acted as a considerable integrating 
force. Quite similarly, the Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia on 21 August 1968 pro-
duced a strong moral resistance movement underpinned by spontaneous bonds of soli-
darity within the overwhelming majority of the population (Eidlin, 1980: 93-156). Mani-
festations of solidarity among citizens for the following six days invigorated personal re-
sponsibility and friendly relationships in society where the absence of dissenters brought 
pride and satisfaction in a common enterprise. Thus, the capitulation of the reform 
movement before the military repression gave rise to the strongest formulation of pow-
erful spiritual action, which would remain a symbolic marker of national protest (Kenney, 
2002: 244-9). Poland’s self-limiting revolution in August 1980 was the culmination of a 
previous cycle of crises, intimating the moral collapse of the party and producing a col-
lective spirit of mobilisation and empowerment, which drew on two decades of resist-
ance and the rise of the power of symbols against the symbols of power (Kubik, 1994). 
The Solidarność movement revived the tradition of the democracy of the gentry as the 
only form of democracy to have taken strong roots in Poland. The combined effort of 
intellectuals, workers, and the Catholic Church merged national romanticism, religious 
spirituality, and myths about an idealised past (Walicki, 1988: 10-13). The self-limiting 
revolution deliberately eschewed attempts at political reform, its aim being a revolution 
of meaning by claiming the subjectivisation (podmiotowość) of Polish society. Although 
Solidarność’s fundamentalist mentality and the over-symbolisation of its activity in 1980 
and 1981 were initially inconsequential for bringing down the communist regime, 
Solidarność came to embody the Polish nation.  

 
The Autonomy of Dissidence 

 
How can failures to produce “democratic outcomes” in terms of regime change be seen 
as relevant for democratisation? Institutional approaches in democratic theory have made 
a case for considering civic culture as a product, rather than as a producer, of democracy 
(Schmitter and Karl, 1996: 58). Hence, only a democratic civic culture can potentially 
tame or pre-empt outbreaks of incivility (Keane, 2004: 90). The underlying assumption 
here is that political democracy generates spaces of civility that provide for an autono-
mous society capable of independent deliberation. It is the stability of the institutional-
ised logic of modern liberal democracies that makes attitudes and behavior patterns im-
pervious to the irruption of “incivility.” The underlying assumption is that democratic 
constitutionalism is fundamental for keeping the natural tendency of humans for pas-
sions, incivility, and violence in check (Keane, 2004: 8). 

Drawing on these assumptions, a critic may point out that the “democrats” under 
communism lacked the autonomy of self-interested individuals, which is commonly seen 
as one of the prerequisites for representative democracy as the institutionalized competi-
tion at the level of party politics. Different camps in democratic theory indeed subscribe 
to the central tenet of individual autonomy. “Rightist” approaches to democratic indi-
vidualism with the focus on legal guarantees for securing liberty and “leftist” approaches 
defending the desirability of social or collective goals have a set of propositions in com-
mon (Held, 1987: 268-70). They are connected through concepts of “autonomy” or “in-
dependence,” which connote the capacity of human beings to reason self-consciously, to 
be self-determining upon deliberation, judgment, and choice to act. “Realist” theories of 
democracy, for example, insist that the division of labor between the people and its rep-
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resentatives – which presupposes the insulation of governors from fickle public opinion 
– can promote the long-term interest of the state (Schumpeter, 1976). Here, the democ-
ratic method is based on the acceptance of the rules of the game, which guarantees the 
predictability of institutionalised conflict.  

Structurally, the preconditions for consolidated democracy rely on the political 
rationality of a division of labor in five autonomous, but interconnected arenas (Linz and 
Stepan, 1996: 7-13). Such preconditions include a free and lively civil society as well as a 
relatively autonomous and valued political society. Moreover, there should be rule of law, 
for the sake of ensuring legal guarantees for citizens’ freedoms and independent associa-
tional life. Finally, there must be a state bureaucracy usable by the new democratic gov-
ernment and an institutionalized economic society. The problem here is that these 
autonomous arenas are abstract categories that impose logically construct realities of 
“civil society” or the “state” as preconditions for democracy. They are not only a-histori-
cal by imposing a specifically western historical development on radically different proc-
esses of state-formation, but they also set normative standards for complex institutional 
relations that were absent even in the development of democracies in the west.   

An anthropology of the political suggests revisiting our vision of autonomy. 
Whilst democratic theory draws on the autonomy of an individual based on ontological 
stability, an experiential perspective highlights a more relational understanding of the 
human being. From an institutional perspective, self-interest is guaranteed by the auton-
omy of public arenas in a state as well as by constitutional norms, which are safeguarded 
by politically agreed upon procedures. Democratic preferences derive from individualism 
and its rationally sustained choices, which maintain self-interested behaviour ontologi-
cally stable regardless of the situation. On the contrary, liminal situations of authority 
vacuum are politically creative in providing new structures of meaning. If markers of 
certainty dissolve and sovereignty is contested, theatrical, performative, and expressive 
features of actors attain an ever more important role in raising the collective spirit at the 
level of imagination (Whitehead, 2002: 36-64). In line with Alexis de Tocqueville’s phi-
losophical anthropology, the equality of conditions requires a psychological bond ac-
cording to which everybody models his own judgment under the spell of an invisible 
authority, which is that of public opinion. In such a view, social conditions of equality 
effect passions, desires, and beliefs, for which anything can be sacrificed including love 
of liberty. It is here where the subordination of the individual to anonymous powers such 
as the “state,” the “people,” or “society” is to be looked for. After all, democracy re-
quires skills that are beyond formal prescription in law and include heart-felt emotions 
such as: feelings of solidarity, habits of tolerance, recognition of fellow beings as well as 
the readiness to compromise, or trust in public authorities. 

A first step to overcome the cynicism of communist power and the mutual indif-
ference of individuals in an atomised society would require the development of moral 
authority by individuals who would openly relate to the “people” not as an empty ideo-
logical formula but as a socially real body of citizens with concrete problems, aspirations, 
and desires for participation in the affairs of the country. Under communism the recog-
nition of the people as the source of democratically constituted political authority was 
not based on the abstract category of individualism. Rather, in the absence of a coherent 
ideological project against communist power, the challenge was to become an individual 
under conditions of the logic of collectivism. In the Polish case, for instance, the anony-
mous powers, such as society and the people, were embodied in the concept of the na-
tion (społeczeństwo). Resisting communism depended upon culturally based empowerment 
through symbols and memories that sustained the political imagination. As Tadeusz Ma-
zowiecki formulated it for the Polish case:  
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“To defend oneself from totalitarianism, man need not return 
to individualism […] Only responsibility for the society, for 
forming its organizations and institutions, so that the social 
community will strengthen the development and the respect for 
human personality […] can restore equilibrium and sanity to 
the society and proper conditions for the individual develop-
ment of the human being” (Quoted in Przeworski, 1993: 187).  

 
A widespread criticism held that the visionary logic of ultimate ends did not fit the logic 
of the modern state and thus relinquished the realistic perspective for democratic gov-
ernment. Moreover, Soviet dissent remained scattered with its immediate demands often 
frustrated; the success of Solidarność in 1980 and after 1989 was short-lived, while Czech 
dissidents remained a derided minority for a long time. According to Albert Hirschman’s 
well-known paradigm of exit and voice, realistic options for physical exit from a system 
of organisation such as a state reduce the articulation of voice. The violent suppression 
of the revolutions in Eastern Europe precluded both exit and voice. Only the year 1989 
in the German Democratic Republic saw a fruitful synergy between exit and voice 
(Hirschmann, 1993). From an experiential perspective, however, the absence of exit gen-
erated a different kind of voice. Dissidence combined voice with exit in the sense that 
the existential choice demanded to exit from the tangled web of communist social order 
through their individual life-conduct. Moreover, the performance of dissidence was not 
framed by an open public space but occurred in the underground, the “hidden sphere.” 
It was marginalised individuals and outsiders who denounced the coercive and absurd 
nature of communism by claiming social recognition for acts of resistance, by com-
memorating violence against people and by acts of personal sacrifice. The “powers of the 
powerless” depended on the life-conduct of individuals and the social diffusion of its 
meaning for the existence of the nation through various channels of communication in 
the “hidden sphere.”  

Sociologically, this hidden sphere would exert constant pressure through under-
ground publications and “hidden transcripts,” much as a body of water might press 
against a dam (Scott, 1990: 196 and 219). The amount of pressure varies according to the 
degree of shared anger and indignation, but also on the degree to which parts of the hid-
den transcript leak through and increase the probability of a complete rupture. Dissi-
dence, truth-telling, and communitarian ways of experiencing democratic attitudes ex-
erted considerable water pressure against the dams of repression. The voice of dissidence 
was not isolated but drew on countless individual experiences. Solzhenitsyn’s political 
influence, for instance, was not rooted in some exclusive political power he possessed as 
an individual but “in the experience of those millions of gulag victims which he simply 
amplified and communicated to millions of other people of good will” (Havel, 1985: 60). 
Hidden transcripts of dissidence writing were diffused through informal channels in the 
underground press but also relied upon communicative and cultural memory. For Zbig-
niew Bujak, later a prominent Solidarność activist, the ultimate victories of Solidarność and 
of Charter 77 were an astonishing fulfillment of the prophecies and knowledge contained 
in Havel’s essay “The Power of the Powerless,” which reached Polish workers in the Ur-
sus factory in 1979 at a point when they felt they were at the end of the road.  

 
“Reading it gave us the theoretical underpinnings for our activ-
ity. It maintained our spirits; we did not give up, and a year 
later, in August 1980 – it became clear that the party apparatus 
and the factory management were afraid of us. We mattered. 
And the rank and file saw us as leaders of the movement” 
(Quoted in Gleason, 1995: 187-8).  
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The aim of dissidence was not to consolidate the “order of egoism” typical of represen-
tative democracy (Dunn, 2005: 179-80). Dissidence was not a political culture of accom-
modation, let alone systemic democratic opposition. It was far from a well-defined group 
or class in society that would pursue well-established policy goals. Dissident thought at-
tacked Soviet power not primarily on the grounds of self-interested democratic individu-
alism but under conditions of existential uncertainty, in the “hidden” sphere, and against 
one’s own self-interest. The social significance of dissidence, therefore, did not rest upon 
the numbers of people involved but on social diffusion of their civic spirit and con-
sciousness as an existential alternative to the logic of communist power. The confronta-
tion between 1000 Chartists dedicated to life in truth and the impressive Soviet military 
machine would have appeared hopeless politically. Within the frame of the existential 
resistance in the post-totalitarian system this confrontation appears in a fundamentally 
different light (Havel, 1985: 44-51). People act against their self-interest if one is willing 
to sacrifice one’s own position in society, one’s prestige, or even one’s life. The immense 
investment of time in underground pursuits was at the expense of professional advance-
ment or enjoying limited freedoms such as occasional visits to the West. Many dissidents 
served long prison sentences, worked in menial jobs, and were publicly denigrated in the 
official media. Most of all, the pervasive uncertainty about any possible success of one’s 
own resistance made anti-politics appear as an absurdity. Firmly grounded in their own 
identity, some people consider it worth risking the game of change where the stakes are 
all or nothing (Havel, 1985: 44).  

 
The Formation of Meanings of Democracy 

 
The readiness to sacrifice oneself has direct implications for a political anthropology of 
democratisation. If democratisation is path-dependent on the meanings attributed to ex-
periences, then we need to accept the plurality of meanings of democracy. These include 
not only the variety of institutional procedures and constitutional guarantees in a consti-
tuted democratic order but also the existential choices in face of oppression, incivility, 
and violence. An institutional perspective subordinates the varieties of local meanings or 
historical experience to the analytical superiority of a “universal” vantage point. The his-
torical evolution of a concept, however, cannot be limited to the evaluation of distant 
observers applying a scientific perspective. It also has to include transformations of con-
sciousness and meanings, which themselves define the object of study. In Max Weber’s 
terms, if there is any meaningful usage of “object” – in this case “democracy” – at all, it 
can only be “a complex set of correlations in historical reality that can be connected un-
der the aspect of its cultural meaningfulness” (Weber, 1988: 30-1). Rather than asserting 
a “causality” of democracy or measuring its “appropriateness” with existing models or 
permanent values that may potentially acquire universal scope, political analysis should 
compose the object with a view to haphazard historical reality. From this perspective, 
Schumpeter’s empirical theory of democracy, for instance, was not the hard-headed real-
ist assessment of the status quo of advanced representative democracies. Published in the 
middle of a world war when democracy was threatened practically everywhere in the 
world, his seminal 1943 book Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy was less an empirical de-
scription of how things really were. Linking the meanings of the breakdown of democra-
cies in Europe to normative prescriptions about democratic government, it rather 
claimed to be the only possible way to safeguard individual autonomy and to avoid the 
evils of totalitarianism (Isaac, 1998: 31-2). 
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Political Experience and Images of Democracy  
The end of communism entailed the historicist temptation of “the end of history,” whilst 
comparative democratisation was geared towards developing liberal forms of democracy 
at a global scale (Przeworski, 1991; Fukuyama, 1993; Diamond, 1999). Yet, the one-di-
mensional understanding of democracy in the wake of the Cold War is a new version of 
an ideology in narrative form, a new form of mythology that posits representative liberal 
democracy as a politically non-negotiable goal (Wöll and Wydra, 2007). This claim to one 
true and absolute form of democracy is open to criticism both on empirical and theoreti-
cal grounds. Yet, it is important to accept that the liberal absolutism of the post-cold War 
era is but another instance of radical transformations of meanings of democracy that oc-
cur in liminal moments. This is why restoring the importance of the communist experi-
ence for democratisation means to challenge certainties about “permanent” democratic 
values or about the modernising urge to conceive of democratic government as a goal of 
development at a global scale.  

  As Reinhart Koselleck has forcefully argued, the notion of democracy in the 
West has been characterised by numerous transitions but still has retained the core of the 
traditional Greek concept (Koselleck, 1985: 82). Following its modernisation in the 
eighteenth century, the concept became equivalent to a new organisational form of the 
large modern state and its attendant social practices of equality such as in the rule of law, 
representation, and citizenship. In the nineteenth century, democracy became increas-
ingly associated with a state of expectation which, within a historico-philosophical per-
spective – be it legislative or revolutionary, claimed to satisfy newly constituted needs so 
that its meaning might be validated. In the twentieth century, “democracy” became a 
general concept replacing “republic.” The global promise of democracy has spawned a 
myriad of qualifying attributes. This seems to be perhaps the only manner by which de-
mocracy as a system of government could retain any functional efficiency (Collier and 
Levitsky, 1997).  

Although different illiberal conceptions of democracy, such as socialist, people’s, 
or revolutionary democracy, seem without relevance for constitutional government to-
day, it would be a-historical and short-sighted not to include them into an analysis of 
democratisation. The empowering of the people as a sovereign political subject hinged 
on violent, uncivil, and necessarily “illiberal” processes. The attack at the Bastille in July 
1789, for instance, endowed the concept “people” with a new meaning (Sewell, 2005: 
225-70). A spontaneous act of crowd violence was interpreted by the representative body 
of the National Assembly as an authoritative expression of popular sovereignty and le-
gitimacy. For the Abbé Sieyès, democracy presupposed the complete sacrifice of the in-
dividual as a concrete person to the common good, i.e. to the abstract person. Repre-
sentation, in this framework, produced not individual identity in isolation but the nation 
as a whole in its irreducible totality. Representation was not seen as a mechanical princi-
ple in terms of authorising the delegation of elected authority but rather signified the 
sublimated image of the nation, anticipating a true society of equal individuals, of a posi-
tive utopia (Rosanvallon, 2006: 88-9). The long shadow of Thermidor initiated the radical 
egalitarian turn of the French Revolution as the figures of Gracchus Babeuf and Filippo 
Michele Buonarroti provided democracy with a meaning of a fiercely divisive political 
category as opposed to the victory of the order of egoism in the United States (Dunn, 
2005: 119-47). 

Conversely, in the absence of a social revolution, democratisation in the United 
States had been associated less with a socio-genetic process of emancipation from a 
feudal structure but rather more with the institutional guarantee of individual freedom. In 
conjunction with its increasing role in the international politics of the 20th century, 
Americans would develop a psychological disposition towards liberal absolutism (Hartz, 
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1955: 35). The rise of a powerful contender for the universal model of democracy in the 
Soviet Union threatened this position, a view that is reinforced by the self-presentation 
of communism as the true democracy, Stalin’s anti-fascist credentials, and his alliance 
with western power during the Second World War. The self-characterisation by commu-
nism as true democracy had enormous influence on the imagination of westerners about 
communism and vice versa (Lefort, 2007). 

Indeed, a central incentive for action of successive United States governments 
was the pervasive fear that the “civilised world” might be contaminated by the disease of 
totalitarianism, of which the anticommunist frenzy during the red-scare in the early 1950s 
is one prominent example. Rather than expressing the fundamental difference between 
the democratic “West” and the totalitarian “East,” the crucial element in the major battle 
for the symbolic ownership of the notion of democracy points to the mimetic competi-
tion for supremacy. Popular democracies in Eastern Europe after 1945 based their 
democratic credentials on the anti-fascist resistance of communist regimes. The public 
defense by a strong centralised state against – essentially undefined – fascist enemies in 
the west became the foremost content defining new popular democracies after 1945. 
Mirroring the image of Eastern bloc totalitarianism, Western democracies claimed the 
totality of representation of democracy. Extending the political realm of a constitutional 
form of government, American democracy was seen “as the good society itself in oper-
ation” and as the most advanced civilisation (Lipset, 1960: 403; Hartz, 1955: 285). Ac-
cording to George F. Kennan, the systemic conflict had a spiritual dimension where to-
talitarianism came down to the total externalisation of evil, which became essential to the 
new beginning of the post-war era (Rossbach, 1999: 187). During the Cold War, the 
West turned democracy into a prescriptive ideal, standing for a morally superior alterna-
tive civilisational truth and source of authority.  

Developing democracy within the communist world, to a significant extent, relied 
on an urgent hope to embrace such images of “democracy” as an undifferentiated good, 
a vision generated by images of the West that exerted a spell on Eastern consciousness 
and imagination. Yet, communist societies were not passive imitators of external models 
but they endogenously created the desire for democracy by reflecting upon their own 
experiences. Any new constitutional form requires memory, symbolism, or retrospective 
shaping of consciousness in order to make the populace comply with sovereignty. Mem-
ories and myths of revolutionary uprisings were remembered through communicative 
forms of social memory, which represented the truthfulness of acts of resistance against 
the officially imposed fabrication of history (Wydra, 2007: 219-43). In György Konrad’s 
view, Solidarność’s unexpected vigor and popularity confirmed that: 

 
democracy is on our minds: it is what we crave the most be-
cause it is what we lack the most, in every sphere of activity, in 
our economy and culture as much as in politics – and especially 
in those areas where we meet face to face and can look in the 
eye the people who make the decisions in our name and order 
us to carry them out (Konrad, 1984: 142).  

 
Such visions of democracy must not be considered as a mendacious version of reality. 
Indeed, democracy in the western hemisphere has gained acceptance not despite but be-
cause of its utopian bent (Sartori, 1968). Modernity revived the Greek term of democracy 
that prescribes an impossible form, making democracy first and foremost a normative 
word: it does not describe a thing, it prescribes an ideal. Whilst the social reality and political 
practice of Athenian democracy diverges sharply from modern representative democracy, 
both are tightly linked. They rely on a diffuse but very urgent hope that human political 
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arrangements may come to be more a matter of committed personal choice and less a 
matter of enforced compliance with impersonal and external (and unwelcome) demands 
(Dunn, 1992: 256). 

 
Representation by recognition   
The contingent nature of meaning-formation should make us critical of attempts to con-
ceive of democratisation from a functional-normative perspective, which isolates a par-
ticular rationality of elites or the abstract idea of a historical causality from complex 
socio-genetic historical processes. A major criticism of the intentions of dissidence in 
Eastern Europe as the pursuit of “truth” considered them inadequate for the institution-
alisation of a democratic political order or for conducting public policy (Offe, 1997: 187). 
Such a judgment neglects that meanings of the political are not universal but contingent 
on experience. The existential stakes of dissidence cannot be measured by the moral im-
peratives and institutional opportunities in a constituted system of power in equilibrium. 
What was at stake was to restore meaningful existence by subverting the communist 
order, not to accept the rules of the game.  

An anthropology of political experience must avoid the fatalist temptation of 
man’s subordination to state violence as well as the idealist temptation of seeing liberal 
democracy as a developmental goal (Patočka, 1996: 38-9 and 134-5). Rather, as suggested 
by the Czech philosopher Jan Patočka, it needs to problematise how communities of fate 
make sense of the fragile and contingent nature of political existence. Both the Polish 
Solidarność and Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia gave an existential response to the mo-
nopolisation of political space. Communism had caused the centre of gravity of any po-
tential political threat to shift towards the existential and the pre-political. In the absurd 
world of post-totalitarianism the emperor was naked but kept citizens in a ritualistic 
circle of compliance and self-censorship. The true endeavor was to break self-censorship 
by attempting to overcome the corruption of everyday life. Paradoxically, realistic op-
tions for resistance required the “destatification” of social reality created by the totality of 
communist power. “Because politics has flooded nearly every nook and cranny of our 
lives, I would like to see the flood recede. We ought to depoliticise our lives, free them 
from politics as from some contagious infection” (Konrad, 1984: 229). In such an envi-
ronment, political impulses could hardly have come from professional politicians who 
mechanically reproduced techniques of communist power but needed to come from out-
siders, who were aware of the stakes of genuine political reality. 

In the history of democracy, individual performative acts of making sense of 
such communities of fate were crucial. Since Pericles’ speech to the Athenians in 430 BC 
or Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg address in 1863, this theatrical dimension of democra-
tisation has been tightly linked to the dramatic setting of civil war. Both speeches publicly 
invoked the representative power of this supreme sacrifice by co-citizens as they are 
eulogies to honour the war dead in the incipient Peloponnesian war or the Battle in Get-
tysburg in the American Civil War. Pericles’ speech praised the Athenian people for liv-
ing a form of government that did not emulate the institutions of its neighbours but itself 
was a model, a paradigm to be imitated. Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg address identi-
fied the people as the basis, the actor, and the beneficiary of democratic government. In 
both cases, interpreting the sacrifice of citizens as pillars of the democratic credentials of 
a nation came from the official authorities of government.  

In Eastern Europe, however, communist authorities destroyed sociability and the 
very foundation of inter-personal links by waging a latent civil war against the popula-
tion. Being completely unrepresentative, the communist principle of representation was 
to portray themselves as the victim of omnipresent enemies (Wydra, 2007: 67-72). This 
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identification of the enemy divided the People-as-One and the “Other” who would de-
signate the tsarist order, the kulaks, the bourgeoisie, the capitalist world, fascism, but also 
inner-party opposition. The self-portrayal as a victim made the imaginary “Other” con-
stitutive of the identity of the People-as-One. Yet, this “Other” permanently threatened 
this unity. As a result of this logic of self-victimisation by the communists, one major 
task of democratic dissidence was to uncover double-bind between self-declared victims 
and “enemies.” It was about making clear that the dictatorship of the proletariat pro-
duced countless victims, who were guilty of nothing but of living in societies that had 
been kept in a latent civil war since the seizure of power by communism. What Alexan-
der Solzhenitsyn famously called the “history of our sewage disposal system” was cer-
tainly a truthful description of the de-humanising nature of the Bolshevik Revolution and 
Stalinism alike (Solzhenitsyn, 1998: 24-92). As the recorded testimony of the memories 
of countless people subject to the humiliation, despair, and violence, his Gulag Archipelago 
not only became the definitive account of the true nature of communism but gave social 
recognition to the sacrifice of Soviet citizens. In Poland, Solidarność bridged the gap be-
tween the dimensions of the state and of society by making individuals overcome their 
moral indifference to society and to themselves. Despite its disintegration after 1981, its 
unity was preserved as a myth, which was crucial for the survival of Solidarność’s spirit in 
the underground. After the disbanding of the organisation, the spirit and myth of 
Solidarność were maintained mainly under the shelter of the Catholic Church and the 
continuous encounter in small-scale meetings, the cherishing of symbols and memories. 
The experience of the solidarity of the shaken constituted the existential bond that 
prepared the idea that citizens could become subjects of politics.  

In Patočka’s words, freedom cannot be assumed to pre-exist unsheltered life but 
rather arises from the solidarity of the shaken: that is from those who, undaunted, have 
learnt to confront life in its dimension of precariousness. The moral perfectionism of 
dissidence tried to create authority not at the level of collective imagination or society but 
hoped to inspire the individual’s care of the soul. In this vein, representation could be 
made existentially credible and accepted before it could be politically institutionalised. 
Representative democracy is usually linked to the external world of state institutions, po-
litical parties, electoral districts, voting procedures, and the accountability of gov-
ernmental elites. Yet, prior to the constitutionally enforced act of representative gov-
ernment, the legal commitment between representative and represented requires some 
pre-political, existential bond. As Eric Voegelin has argued, in terms of its symbolic 
power, representation goes beyond the constitutional sense (Voegelin, 1987: 33). It re-
quires that power must be accepted subjectively as representative in the existential sense 
of realizing the idea of the institution. If existential crisis is the experiential background 
to the articulation of political society, political transformations require examining the 
social and spiritual conditions of representation. In order to be authorised to act, a repre-
sentative needs to rely upon a popular self-consciousness and a credible reciprocity with 
those who conferred this authorisation. Before the deliberation about constitutional rules 
and norms and prior to the recognition of a constitutional act, democracy needs to be 
spiritually diffused and translated among the citizens. Similarly, freedom needs to be 
shown as existentially representative, something that requires experiences of communi-
ties of fate and the transformation of life-conduct. Resisting despotic and unaccountable 
rule through practices of individual life-conduct, self-sacrifice, and the reaffirmation of 
human dignity provided the existential claim for representation. 

Thus, the consciousness of dissidents was revolutionary but in an entirely differ-
ent sense from the insurrectionist version of the Jacobin-Bolshevik type of revolution. 
Rather than to aim for state power by the use of an ideology ready to deploy violence, 
dissidence aspired to disqualify communism by an existential option. If communist rule 
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was the existentially wholesale invasion of the individual, the first and fundamental an-
swer had to be existential and individual as well. The starting point for a divorce from the 
logic of conformism was to distance oneself spiritually from the contagious overall influ-
ence of communist bureaucracy and the totalitarian lie (Havel, 1985: 43; Konrad, 1984: 
231). As an act of self-defense, any pressure exerted by anti-politics was confined to its 
cultural and moral stature alone, renouncing any electoral legitimacy. This anti-political 
movement, however, was highly political as it aimed to re-constitute the basics of genu-
ine human life, searching for a ground upon which to build a meaningful existence. If the 
attack at the basis of human life and dignity by communism was total, then the recon-
struction of life, dignity, and ethics had to be total as well. The principled resistance of 
ethical individualism started in individual acts of defiance and practices of non-violence, 
which reinforced the egalitarian value of the human being against the dominant ritualistic 
logic of communist power.  

 
Conclusion 

 
What are the theoretical implications of seeing democratisation processes through the 
lenses of an anthropology of political experience? The point is not to argue that commu-
nist regimes were democratic in any meaningful institutional sense of accountability, in-
stitutionalised uncertainty, or regular competition for power. Rather, this article has 
aimed to restore the experiential dimension of democratisation by recognising how inter-
pretive acts create new symbolic markers of certainty at the level of meaning-formation. 
Rather than maintaining a vantage point that declares the “objective” meaning of democ-
racy as the rule of the people in their own interest, an anthropological perspective needs 
to be attuned to the historically contingent sequence of interpretive acts that compose 
democratisation as an open-ended process. The “liberal” and individualist nature of dis-
sidence has an anthropological element as it renounced violence against people by prac-
ticing the social recognition of one’s fellow human being. 

Where does this leave us for assessing democratisation as meaning-formation? It 
would be impossible to say that dissidence “caused” the collapse of communism. Simi-
larly, however, it would be presumptuous to make the claim that imperial overstretch, the 
economic crisis, or a generalized legitimacy-crisis “caused” this collapse. The point is to 
release the debate on democratisation from the logical constructions about legacies, out-
comes, or causality. Democratisation has not been equivalent to a meaningful pattern of 
growth of a new regime after the breakdown of an old one. Civic culture was not pro-
duced through institutional or constitutional arrangements but prefigured by the acts of 
individuals who denounced claims to total power. The revolutionary power of dissidence 
lay partly in the different meanings it attached to social reciprocity. While the post-to-
talitarian system stressed the negative reciprocity of vengeance, hatred, and denunciation, 
dissidence, thought and action highlighted the essential meaning of human life, not as an 
abstract value but as a reflection of a higher order beyond the immanent worldly exist-
ence. Democratic civility, therefore, was not predetermined by a model of democracy 
coming from “outside,” but has to be reconstructed from within the communist experi-
ence.  
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