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CHAPTER 1

Editors’ Introduction

Patryk Babivacki and Austin Jersild

There was “no single practice of communism,” emphasizes Maria Todorova
in a discussion of memory and the socialist world, but there were “simi-
lar trajectories” and similar blueprints, institutions, and experiences that
made what we are calling in this volume the “Second World,” something
distinctly different from either the “First” or “Third.”! The growth in
the study of memory, “socialist consumerism,” and difficult post-socialist
“transitions,” as well as the more popular forms of Ostalgie in film, exhib-
its, and literature, all attest to the existence of the distinct and shared
experience of socialism.? Even Berlin, famously remaking itself today as
the new capital of the new Germany, routinely offers glimpses of histori-
cal and social experience more familiar to residents of Warsaw, Budapest,
and Moscow than to its many tourists and recently arrived former West
Germans. “From here [Berlin] to Vladivostok,” recounted journalist and
writer Anna Funder, more than a decade ago, there was “linoleum and
grey cement, asbestos and prefabricated concrete,” in her disillusioned
view, all part of “Communism’s gift to the built environment.”?
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2 P BABIRACKI AND A. JERSILD

The “Second World” had distinctive characteristics, evolved over time,
featured transnational exchange and was itself a product of transnational
exchange, was highly significant to the evolution of the Cold War, and
continues to shape this vast “Eurasian” space today.* Topics of study are
routinely difficult to confine within the boundaries of a particular nation-
state.®> We refer to this world as “the Second World,” both in order to con-
vey its distinctness and interconnectedness and to mark the historiographic
shift of which this volume is part. Multiple forms of exchange, shared
experiences, perceptions, and dilemmas that crossed boundaries and bor-
ders, both transnational or within the socialist world and transsystemic or
across the “Iron Curtain,” shaped the history and evolution of the Second
World.® Travel and exchange and its significance repeatedly emerge as top-
ics for exploration in this volume, including attention to important for-
eign visitors and foreign influences, and the circulation within the Second
World of ideas, practices, and norms. As Wendy Bracewell pointed out,
“travels within the fraternal countries of the Socialist bloc were simulta-
ncously travels abroad (new sights and sounds, different ways of doing
things, perhaps even a different range of goods on sale) and travels at
home (a shared socialist and internationalist ideology).”” Travel and trans-
national influences both affirmed the shared identity of the Second World
and led to its fragmentation.

Few observers referred to the Second World during the Cold War; when
they did, it was to use it as shorthand for the Soviet-type planned econo-
mies.® Early works tended to focus on those transnational institutions and
practices that were central to policing, stability, and order.” The policies
of the Soviet Union, at least initially, seemed designed to curtail rather
than facilitate exchange and communication, as mystified East Europeans
sometimes complained.'® The primary Soviet interest was initially focused
on the creation of a secure buffer zone against a future attack from the
West. Over time, however, the Soviet and East European communists also
thoroughly transformed their countries’ landscapes, languages, fashions,
rhythms of industrial production, identities, and values. By the 1970s, the
inhabitants of the Second World came to share a distinct culture, which
eventually outlived socialist political systems; it is also a culture that has
been rarely acknowledged, much less “theorized.”! These social and cul-
tural aspects of the Second World lie at the center of our volume.

The Second World was both a promise and a problem to Moscow, espe-
cially in the era of reform and “peaceful coexistence” that emerged after
the death of Stalin in 1953. “Let us verify in practice whose system is
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better,” Nikita Khrushchev proclaimed in India. “We say to the leaders of
the capitalist states: ‘Let us compete without war.””'? The improved func-
tioning and health of the Bloc was a crucial part of the official Soviet effort
to “catch up with and surpass” the United States. Khrushchev and numer-
ous reformers highly valued the skills and experiences of especially coun-
tries such as East Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, and
many East Europeans were pleased that their advanced standing within
the Second World was finally recognized.’3 Polish sociologists, for exam-
ple, were proud that they were in a position to offer their Soviet counter-
parts exposure to the “sociologists of the West.”# The virtues of Fastern
Europe were on display at the Czechoslovak pavilion at the World’s Fair
in Brussels in 1958.15 The presentation of consumer culture (restaurants,
tourist trips, fashion, hot springs in Karlovy Vary, restored churches in
Prague), industrial productivity (Kaplan turbines), and high culture (the
Czech Philharmonic) displayed by the Czechoslovaks was much approved
by the Soviets.!S When Czechoslovak Party First Secretary, Antonin
Novotny, was in Moscow July 2—4, 1958, he listened to Khrushchev praise
the “contribution of Czechoslovakia to the development of commerce
between the east and the West.” Soviet Minister of Defense, Kliment
Voroshilov, visited the Czechoslovak pavilion, and pronounced it “splen-
did, superb, simply magnificent.”?”

The problem was that the region was also now a source of instability
for the Soviet Union itself.’¥ Czechoslovakia was quiet in 1956, but the
“events” in Poland and Hungary that summer and fall alarmed communist
party leaders and many others throughout the Bloc. In internal but frank
debate, the distant Chinese, high officials, diplomats, advisers, and others
worried about the weaknesses of the Soviet model, the advising program,
Socialist Bloc exchange, the planning process, and even posed questions
about the role of historic Russian imperialism (although now generally
formulated as “great power chauvinism”). Khrushchev’s optimism about
the superiority of Soviet socialism seemed especially unconvincing in
countries long exposed to alternatives. Exchange and travel also ironically
meant greater East European exposure to the Soviet Union, confirming
the assumptions of many in the region about traditional Russian back-
wardness in comparison to lands further West.

These developments even form the background to the Sino-Soviet split,
so dramatically expressed in the sudden withdrawal of numerous Soviet
advisers, teachers, and industrial specialists from China in the summer of
1960. “Socialist consumerism” and dissent were not what the Chinese
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Communist Party had in mind when Chairman Mao opted to “lean to one
side” and “learn from the Soviet Union.”" From the perspective of the
evolution of the Bloc, the frustration was mutual: the Chinese were frus-
trated by forms of economic, industrial, and cultural development that they
felt did not address the needs of China’s special “experience,” and Soviet
officials were concluding that the future of the Bloc belonged in further
engagement with the more industrial and consumer societies of the West
rather than the agrarian and undeveloped East.20 Reform, peaceful coex-
istence, and further engagement with the West appeared to have danger-
ous consequences. The Chinese watched these matters closely throughout
the 1950s, and along with the Albanians and North Koreans, eventually
denounced both the Soviets and their fraternal allies for their “revisionist”
betrayal of the October Revolution.?! The Second World found itself in
competition with both the West and the Chinese in the developing conflicts
of the Third World, an important new arena of Cold War competition.??
In part, the Second World was held together by common claims about
the virtues and special characteristics of “internationalism.” As is well
known, nineteenth century socialist theorists used the term as a call to
arms; they wanted to mobilize the working classes across the world for
cooperation in the struggle against capitalist exploitation. Ostensibly with
the same intention, the twentieth century communist regimes intermit-
tently deployed internationalist rhetoric in order to undermine the capital-
ist West, to consolidate the Second World, or to reach out to the Third.2?

From the beginning, however, the term “internationalism” was unstable

and therefore amenable to transformations within the increasingly complex
international workers’ movement.?* Publicly, Soviet officials, journalists,
and authorities at first meant by “proletarian internationalism” egalitarian
cooperation between working classes of various nations, but under Stalin,
the term “internationalism” (increasingly qualified as “socialist” after
World War IT) came to connote Soviet dominance.? The Soviet relation-
ship with foreign countries was fraught with contradictions. Peaceful out-
reach to governments abroad in the 1920s went hand-in-hand with the
subversive activities of the Comintern, while the official anti-Westernism
and isolation that characterized the 1930s was accompanied by both wide-
spread industrial exchange and targeted cultural outreach meant to gen-
erate hard currency (used, in turn, to finance Soviet industrialization. )
Perhaps the greatest irony was that despite all their lip service to interna-
tionalism, the communist regimes became notorious for their relentless
attempts to control movements across borders.?”” Communist authorities
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from East Germany to China and Cuba worked hard to obstruct any
cross-border traffic that they deemed either unrelated or threatening to
their own projects; it is perhaps another distinct feature of the Second
World that the line between the two was often unclear.?8

The relatively wide scale and scope of international interactions within
the Second World is therefore striking. This was particularly true during
and after the rule of Nikita Khrushchev, who opened up the USSR to the
world between 1955 and 1957.% But even the Stalinists before him had
struggled to reconcile those effects of international outreach that strength-
ened their power with those unintended consequences of transnational
exchange that undermined it.*® As a result, the international structures that
the communists created in order to build up the Soviet empire or their own
individual power bases sometimes served to undermine the imperial goals.
As the rulers of the Second World inherited these Stalinist institutions and
developed new organizations for international cooperation and exchange,
opportunities to engage in what could be termed “informal international-
ism” also grew. “At the beginning, there were three Europes,” wrote Polish
poct Agnieszka Osiecka on the eve of socialism’s collapse. She described
“the prescribed Europe,” for instance “a Sport Tournament in one of the
brotherly countries”; the “permitted Europe,” which included Picasso;
and “the forbidden Europe” of Franz Kafka. Osiecka admitted that in
1955 “Kafka was still far away”; however, “the permitted Europe was
flooding in through a variety of gaps and holes.”?! By the time the Second
World came into being, “internationalism” evolved from a revolutionary
program into something of a condition, a state, and a situation, which
included diverse forms of international entanglements. As a starting point
for making sense of them, we take Akira Iriye’s definition of international-
ism as “an idea, a movement, or an institution that seeks to reformulate
the nature of relations among nations through cross-national cooperation
and interchange.”** How did such various types of contacts shape or reveal
the unique contours of Eurasian space in the second half of the twentieth
century? Should we speak about the Second World in territorial or rela-
tional terms, or both? What do cross-border interactions reveal about the
functioning of communist institutions, cultures, and societies together?
What do they say about the persistent tension between homogeneity and
diversity, which characterizes imperial systems and which the communists
also tried to resolve? Do these interactions tell us something about the
distinctness of the Second World with regards to the First and the Third?
These questions are central to this volume.

e ———
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The chapters in this volume are organized into five sections. The sec-
tions and the contributions follow a chronological-geographic order. Such
organization, we thought, would both highlight the multiplying forms as
well as shifting patterns of internationalism and put into relief the evolving,
increasingly contested nature of the “Second World.” Thus, Part I zooms
in on the time of gestation of the Second World between the last months
of World War II and the end of the Stalin era. The division of Europe that
was a central feature of the Cold War was of course unimaginable with-
out the catastrophic war. Coping with the consequences and aftermath of
German expansion to the East and the Soviet-German struggle is at the
center of the article by Lars Peder Haga, who reminds us of the impor-
tance of this issue for Soviet writer Konstantin Simonov and Czechoslovak
writer Oles’ Honchar. Central issues important to the early formation
of the Second World, such as the anxiety surrounding kul’turnost’, ideas
about backwardness in relation to “Europe,” the depth of humanity sup-
posedly found in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the leading role
of the Soviet Union, and what Haga refers to as the “hierarchy of suffer-
ing” experienced in the war, endured throughout its entire history. In
the next chapter, Baldzs Apor describes the making and function of the
Stalin cult in Hungary, a key part of the “system of myths and rituals
that was deployed with the aim of constructing the Second World.” As
is clear in Baldzs Apor’s contribution, the Stalinists embarked on the cre-
ation of a socialist world; but, in reproducing models and copying ideas,
they initially rarely relied on direct international human contacts. This
section shows that the Second World under Stalin was, in a sense, a virtual
world—a world of symbols and references that connected people who had
otherwise little experience of one another.

Part IT illustrates how the freedoms that so famously changed the lives
of millions of people in Eastern Europe complicated the earlier forms of
cohesion in the Second World. Rethinking the statues of Stalin was of
course just one example of the remaking of public space in the socialist
world. Patryk Babiracki’s exploration of the reports of Soviet Komsomol
delegates who travelled to Poland illustrates the markedly different con-
cerns of Soviets and Poles as they related to the changes and new pos-
sibilities of Khrushchev-era reform, and to a potential Polish “path” to
socialism. The Soviet heritage itself was diverse and potentially provoca-
tive, David Crowley reminds us in his article, which explores the surprising
endurance of early Soviet architectural experimentation in Eastern Europe.
The “afterimages” of the Soviet avant-garde “haunted” the Second World,
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sometimes posing uncomfortable questions about revolution and culture
during the familiar moments of political crisis, such as 1956, 1968, and
1989. Both youth activism and artistic cross-pollination had begun as offi-
cial initiatives of the party-states. Both gave rise to lasting contacts beyond
the sanctioned institutions, and often, directly or obliquely challenged the
status quo. Attention to these forms of contact reminds us that interna-
tionalism had many faces; the disruptive dimension of internationalism
helps to explain why, after a decade of coerced expansion, the Second
World slowly began to implode.33

Part III examines the communist efforts to create a distinct interna-
tional socialist culture. Kyrill Kunakhovich examines the twists and turns
of Polish-East German cultural exchanges, where cultural experimentation
from places like Poland was perceived as profoundly threatening for a com-
munist elite anxious about its claims to represent German high culture and
tradition. Marsha Siefert traces the little-known Soviet international out-
reach initiatives in the realm of cinema. Both authors raise important ques-
tions about the mixed effects of international socialist exchanges. They
demonstrate that for all their ambiguous results, the idea that something
akin to the crystallization of a Second World culture, with its internation-
alist institutions, canons, and elites, is difficult to dismiss.

Parts IV and V venture further afield and examine the Second World’s
linkages with the First and Third worlds. Despite the internal turmoil,
the essays suggest that, within the Bloc in the wake of Stalin’s death, the
socialist world remained a distinct sphere circumscribed by its institutions,
practices, and norms. The global context to these cssays puts the Second
World’s relative cohesion into relief. Pia Koivunen shows that Westerners
had to earn (and could easily lose) the label of a “friend,” depending on
their performance during the 1957 festival; a handful of Poles, on the
other hand, much as they sowed foment during the event, could do so
only thanks to the new policies and even distraction of the party-states. In
Mark Keck-Szajbel’s contribution, the cosmopolitan encounters during
Czechoslovak motorcross competitions were accompanied by the intense
Second-World culture of secrecy and surveillance.

The Third World was-suspicious of the First World but also learning
about the Second, whose outreach abroad was shaped by not just the
momentous Sino-Soviet split but also by rivalry among the different alli-
ance partners. Jeremiah Wishon returns to the World Youth Festivals
introduced by Pia Koivunen to explore Soviet efforts to foster connec-
tions between the socialist world and Indian public opinion. Nonaligned

——
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states and “potential friends” such as India became increasingly important
to the makers of Khrushchev-era foreign policy in an increasingly com-
plicated Cold War. China figures prominently in the contributions from
both David Tompkins and Austin Jersild. China’s supposed discipline,
cffort, and communal labor could easily be romanticized in places like
Poland and East Germany, as Tompkins describes, reminding us of the
complexities the split posed for public culture and debate within the Bloc
and also of the potential use to be made of the Chinese example by critics
of Khrushchev’s reformist agenda. Even in the 1950s, China claimed for
itself a special connection to the developing societies of the Third World,
yet another dilemma for the socialist world after 1960. Jersild describes
the shared concerns of Guinea-Conakry and China about the limitations
and weaknesses of the socialist world in the early 1960s. In the business of
the promotion of internationalism, by the 1960s, the Second World had
not only its own domestic skeptics but critics in China, Asia, and the very
Third World it claimed to represent.
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CHAPTER 4

Two Stairways to Socialism: Soviet Youth
Activists in Polish Spaces, 1957—-1964

Patryk Babirack:

“Some see it as a Russki fist, others are speechless with delight,” noted
the Polish writer Leopold Tyrmand in his diary on February 14, 1954.
He had just attended an exhibition of the development project for the
Stalin Square, in the heart of Warsaw. In the center of the Square stood
the controversial Palace of Culture and Science, a layer-cake skyscraper,
which the USSR had offered to Poland as a gift."! Tyrmand was among
those who “spat” on its “proportions, an un-Warsaw scale, the pompous
style.”® The steel frame would have been acceptable, in the writer’s eyes;
what made it intolerable was the architects’ choice to cover the building
with pre-fabricated sand-colored facing, stick on it a pseudo-Renaissance
tower-dome, layer-cake attics and finials, and other such elements, “The
horror of socialist realism materialized in the very center of the city like
a blooming growth on a drunkard’s nose,” Tyrmand wrote. Had the tall
building been covered with glass instead, he would have rejoiced and even
“forgave them” for the Russian General Suvorov, who slaughtered the

I'wish to thank Christopher Morris, Jens Gieseke, Austin Jersild and the
participants of the workshop “Exploring the Second World” for their comments
on earlier drafts.
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population of Warsaw as he quelled an anti-Russian rebellion at the end of
the eighteenth century.? .

Tyrmand’s cocky criticisms surpassed aesthetic outrage and Russophobic
rant. It also went beyond the critique of the Palace of Culture and Science.
The writer attacked the idea that architects, like all artists under socialism,
had to produce works that were “modern in function” and “traditional
in form,” a guiding principle of socialist realism. The “function of archi-
tecture has not changed since the dawn of human history on this earth,”
he argued; while the idea that today’s architecture must, “for the good
of man,” resemble architectural forms from “yesterday, yesteryear, and
four centuries before carries within itself an undisguised folly.”* Like some
of his French mentors—Tyrmand had studied architecture in Paris—the
writer viewed a city as an “accumulation.” Even ugly buildings become
beautiful as they age—“something condenses around them, which can
be called atmosphere, ambiance, or style. They collect events and experi-
ences, individual and communal”; overtime, they “blend into the shape
and detail of the facades, which become unique memorials and symbols.”s
Consistently with this view, the one thing one mustn’t do is to build “in a
past style,” for the fruits of such efforts are doomed to become a parody
and kitsch. And the Palace of Culture and Science constituted only a part
of the problem; the nearby Warsaw Residential Quarter (MDM) for the
new elites—Tyrmand mocked its “bedding hung out to air” amidst the
“monumental column caps” and “the chickens slaughtered for Sunday
supper”—was unlikely to acquire a pleasant patina as well.® The writer
forecast that the rest of Poland’s capital would become just like the MDM:
“a rather nightmarish vision.””

But few known Soviet visitors to Poland shared Tyrmand’s repulsion.
The journalist Nikolai Bubnov, who walked past the Palace on his way to
the Soviet Embassy in August 1954, clearly relished the view of its rising
skeleton. He noted with a certain pride in his diary that when finished,
the Palace would be more than 100 meters high.® Upon its completion on
July 23, 1955, the building measured 237 meters, twice what the journal-
ist had imagined it would be. Soviet tourists visited the Palace regularly
on the ever more frequent tours of Eastern Europe. Qgonek, the Soviet
illustrated weekly, described the Palace as “embody[ing] all the Soviet
Union’s many gifts to Poland, as well as its brotherly superiority.”® Stalin’s
gift to the Polish people was to bear witness to the newfound friendship
between Soviet and Polish peoples; instead, it became a source of new
divisions.
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The meaning of Poland’s tallest building may have become the most
obvious center of contestation, but differences of opinion about the place
of space in the Soviet-East European relationship went much farther. In
fact, the 35-year-old Tyrmand captured eloquently what could be called
the official Stalinist “chronotope” of the Soviet empire and the expand-
ing “Second World.” The literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin had coined
the term to refer to an “intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spa-
tial relationships.”® “In the literary artistic chronotope,” Bakhtin wrote,
“spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-
out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes
artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to
the movements of time, plot and history.” As the Soviets exported its
architectural models and political culture abroad, the region borrowed
the Stalinist spatial arrangements-from the USSR. With their new broad
arteries, expansive squares, and tall buildings, the East European capitals’
new topographies turned into a form of totalitarian control, rendering
the average human being smaller, more exposed, and more vulnerable.
From Berlin and Budapest to Prague and Warsaw, the new organization
of space reminded everyone about the ongoing revolution and about
the heroes who made it possible.!! The new spatial order also func-
tioned as a souvenir of the glorious future that awaited the countries’
inhabitants. Thus, the Stalinist authorities in East Germany, Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and beyond linked new spatial arrangements to
a novel understanding of time.

Yet at the time when Tyrmand was jotting down his observations, he
could not have known that over the next few decades, the unique Stalinist
spatial-temporal order would gradually come undone both in Poland and
in the USSR. The writer’s entropic vision would never be realized, and
Warsaw would not turn into a supersized MDM. The Sovietization of
East European space was an important and by far the most dramatic stage
in the development of the imperial chronotope. But what about its less
spectacular, gradual withering away? How did people experience the evolv-
ing spatial-temporal order? How did those who “spat” on it like Tyrmand
negotiate the spatial order with those who “fell speechless with delight”
upon sceing the new designs? And how did the Soviets understand the
new fixing of Polish time and space? Drawing on secondary literature and
a small sample of archival documents, in this chapter I will examine these
questions in the context of Soviet-Polish youth contacts during the first
five years after the famous 20th Congress of the CPSU (The Communist
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Party of the Soviet Union) in February 1956, during which Nikita
Khrushchev attacked Stalin’s policies and his cult of personality.

After 1956 the term “Polish road to socialism” was becoming awk-
ward to the Polish authorities, who were eager to mend relations with the
Soviets; after the return of the pro-Soviet but strong-willed Wiadystaw
Gomutka and in the atmosphere of widespread, open anti-Sovietism,
referring to “that unfortunate road” rubbed the Soviets the wrong way.!2
Yet the fact remains that, although the USSR and Poland were becoming
more connected through more vigorous tourist travel, student exchanges,
and cultural contacts, the combination of Polish pull and Soviet push
factors also caused the countries to drift apart. “What’s the difference
between Khrushchev and Gomutka?” Poles asked themselves jokingly in
1958. “In the USSR, the leader can say whatever he wants, but the society
cannot,” they answered, “whereas in Poland, it’s the other way around.”!3
Here I focus on what the drifting apart meant in spatial terms, to those
who betrayed no amusement as they scrutinized “the Polish path”: the
Komsomol activists who visited Poland after 1956. In so doing, I explore
the ways in which the Soviet-Polish spatial rift reflected political diver-
gences, and therefore deeper structural contradictions within the Soviet
Bloc, at this important political juncture.

COMPARISONS: THE Two “THAWS”

Scholars have compared Soviet Bloc countries largely in order to
explain differences between them—for instance, their various degrees of
“Sovietization,” de-Stalinization or communist authorities’ contrasting
responses to crises.'* But comparing communist contexts can also be useful
for understanding the reactions of those people who traveled internation-
ally within the socialist second world. The subsequent efforts to juxtapose
Sovietand Polish “Thaws” is an attempt to construct what Clifford Geertz
has called a “thick description,” a way of “finding our feet” with the his-
torical actors who lived in a world different than our own—in this case
Komsomol activists who visited Poland between 1957 and 1964.15
Leopold Tyrmand was penning his scathing though private reviews of
Warsaw’s Stalinist cityscape in late winter of 1954. By early spring, the
Soviet writer Ilya Ehrenburg published a critique of a bygone era that
was cautious, but public. His novel The Thaw appeared in the famous
journal Novyi Mir. The work both captivated and provoked the contem-
poraries with the unusually honest discussion of the hitherto taboo topic,

|

TWO STAIRWAYS TO SOCIALISM: SOVIET YOUTH ACTIVISTS IN POLISH SPACES... 83

the shortcomings of Stalinism. In dividing the characters into Stalinist
artists, old-timers, and party hacks on the one hand, and a younger gen-
eration of industrious engineers and activists, Ehrenburg struck a sensitive
cord in Soviet society: The Thaw painted a picture of present conflicts that
many found accurate, if convenient. The novel came out at a time when
nobody could really know whither Soviet politics was heading. To some
extent, therefore, Ehrenburg’s work of fiction constituted a commentary
on an unpleasant past and a hopeful anticipation of the future. The Soviet
writer spoke with an optimism, which Tyrmand, in his personal forecasts,
was unable to muster. Ehrenburg constructed through his novel a kind of
liberal time, set in, and articulated through, the language of physical geog-
raphy of the natural world—therefore, a chronotope in its own right. And
although a work of fiction, filled with wishful thinking about the future,
the appearance of The Thaw reflected a new period in the history of rela-
tions between the Soviet authorities and the Soviet society.

Moreover, that the novel appeared in different parts of the Soviet Bloc
at different times foreshadowed a new kind of relations between socialist
countries. Stephen Bittner has traced many distinct waves of liberalization
under Nikita Khrushchev on Moscow’s famed Arbat Street alone.!s But
in addition, in each country of the Soviet Bloc, “the Thaw” meant some-
thing else. Ehrenburg’s book appeared in several East European transla-
tions and elites throughout the region used the metaphor. In the USSR,
The Thaw offended the authorities who condemned the work and fired
the chief editor of Nopyi Mir. Anyone who looked over the Soviet—Polish
border between 1953 and 1956 noticed the differences between seasons.
The differences had many causes. They may have been small at times, but
they were still significant. And anyone living under socialism had been
perfectly trained to see them: when Vladimir Pomerantsev’s “On Sincerity
in Literature,” an article moderately critical of socialist realism, appeared
in Novyi Mir in December 1953, Polish writers read it as a green light to
push for freedom of creative activity.!” In the USSR, the frost lasted until
February 1956, when Khrushchev criticized Stalinist methods, policies,
and legacies, thus opening the floodgate and making possible a Picasso
exhibition later that year.!® Not so in Poland, where the Communists
proved too weak, too divided, and in some cases too reluctant to counter
the cultural challenge to Stalinism. By 1955, journalists and students in
particular voiced their discontent and pushed the boundaries of what was
possible to say, do, or show. Only the popular Wiadyslaw Gomulka, elected
first secretary of the PZPR (Polska Zjednoczona Partia Robotnicza, or
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Polish United Workers’ Party) in October 1956, set certain limits. He
was driven to do so by his commitment to communism, his apodictic
character, and his fear of the Soviet tanks. Thus, the proper “Thaw” was
ending in Poland by 1957, giving way to the anti-climax called “Little
Stabilization”; in the USSR, after much anticipation and a false start, that
year marked the beginning of the Thaw.

Despite the different vectors of change during the decade after 1956,
a chasm separated the Soviet and Polish contexts. As they were thawing
out, each country developed its own microclimate, and the Polish one was
warmer still. Polish media offered a more thorough coverage of interna-
tional events. Polish censors intervened less than their Soviet counterparts
in domestic literary and artistic life. Polish artists, far less broken by the
brutal but shorter and relatively milder Stalinist interlude than those in
the USSR, retained strength, independence, and daring which the Soviets
artists had lost. As a result, while the Soviet writers discussed the broaden-
ing of the definition of socialist realism in 1958, the Polish literari deleted
all references to “the method” from their Union’s statute. Poles enjoved
better access to Western culture than the Soviets. When historian Wiktoria
Sliwowska and her husband René went to an exhibition of illegal art in
Moscow, organized by friends of their friends in early 1960s they were

surprised to see that the show’s “greatest sensation,” were “imitations of

Paul Klee.” These were not things “that these young artists could have
seen” personally, unless they saw it in “the cheap, little French albums
sold in Poland and often imported from us,” the two reasoned, and their
hosts seemed also embarrassed by the derivative nature of the displayed
art.”” The struggle against “revisionism,” an official term of opprobrium
for liberalization, took a more aggressive turn in the USSR than in Poland;
while Stalin’s name disappeared from official Polish narratives by the lare
1950s, in the USSR it persisted into the late 1960s.2° There were other
reasons behind these political and cultural differences. Viadislav Zubok
wrote of the 1990s that East European intellectuals and artists “had the
luxury of pretending that the communist phase was not their own, thar it
had been imposed from outside,” while “in Russia, few intellectuals and
cultural figures could feel or think that way.”?' During the Thaw, it also
mattered that while Poles found it relatively easy to reject the legacy of a
regime imported from abroad, the Soviet citizens had to square accounts
with self-inflicted pain.

The Soviet-Polish differential extended beyond the realm of ideas or
consumer culture. In the wake of Stalin’s death, the Polish and Soviet
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authorities transformed their countries’ spatial regimes. Here, too, they
proceeded asymmetrically. Both Khrushchev and Gomutka put an end to
the grand-style, decorative architecture of the Stalinist era and began pro-
moting cheaper, more efficient designs, in part to solve each country’s
housing problems.** Major similarities ended here, however. According
the deal struck berween the two leaders in October 1956, the Soviet
Union would not interfere in Poland’s domestic affairs. This gave the
Polish communists a free hand in areas that many Poles deemed impor-
tant. The new arrangement enabled the authorities to hammer out new
terms with the Catholic Church, whose leaders promised not to interfere
with politics in exchange for greater institutional freedoms. The Polish
communists abolished collective farms, which stayed in the USSR and
most other countries of the Soviet Bloc. They also allowed private farm-
ing. The Polish authorities liquidated the famous “shops behind yellow
window curtains,” in which members of the communist elite had been
able to purchase otherwise unavailable goods at low prices.?? At the same
time, the communists relaxed the state monopoly on trade, allowing some
people to open private shops; “hidden away in small lanes,” they “sold all
kinds of things,” reported a reporter from Ogonek in 1956 clearly aiming
to mystify and intrigue his readers.”* As Anne White has shown, Polish
communists and activists, as well as the rural and urban populations,
began to dismantle the Sralinist, state-sponsored, and highly centralized
system of “cultural enlightenment”—a phenomenon absent in the USSR
and somewhat slower even in Hungary before the mid-1960s. The Polish
communists partly relinquished and partly lost control of the system’s
flagship propaganda institutions, such as “houses of culture” and rural
reading rooms. As a result, these largely eviscerated venues together with
the new ones, set up on the initiative from below, offered ample opportu-
nities for the Polish population to engage in largely apolitical activities.?®
Soviet and Polish private spaces in particular transformed at an uneven
pace. In these years, the Soviet authorities did depart from the most vio-
lent Stalinist methods of coercion. But, as sociologist Oleg Kharkhordin
has shown, they simultaneously intensified methods of “horizontal”
social surveillance in order to increase control through augmenting a
sense of collectivism in evervday life. The Soviet leaders emphasized the
collective responsibility of teams of workers for discipline and produc-
dvity: they instituted “people’s patrols” and “comrades’ courts,” whose
members “surveved, admonished and controlled” ordinary Soviet citizens
who offended the socialist decorum through excessively individualistic
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behavior or appearance. The result, Kharkhordin argues, was a regime
that was less violent, but more efficient and effective than the Stalinist one,
for “what the earlier uneven and frequently chaotic terror still allowed for
was a space of uncompromised human freedom and dignity that the later
orderly mutual surveillance erased.”?

Gomutka’s Poland differed in that respect. Even those who rightly
acknowledge the first secretary’s “totalitarian” leanings acknowledge his
reluctance to “script” people’s private lives. In the period of the “Little
Stabilization,” wrote eminent sociologist Hanna $wida-Ziemba, “during
family or social meetings, and even (partially) during faculty meetings,
scholarly societies or in the Clubs of the Catholic Intelligentsia, one could
express all kinds of judgments that were critical of the political reality”;
moreover, privately, “one could joke about the first secretary or the party
itself (including in the presence of party members), complain about its
current directives,” and express hope for future improvement.?” Perhaps
one of the ironies of the period was that while the official discourse in the
USSR at that time increasingly defined the Soviet identity around the vast-
ness of spatial expanses, it was a small country such as Poland that offered
people a little more space of their own.?®

As a result, unlike in the USSR, Polish citizens living in the late 1950s
and 1960s enjoyed the full mandate to think of their (state-owned) apart-
ments as private spaces—areas outside of the state’s authority to intervene.
Comparing the two contexts, art historian David Crowley observed that as
they “returned to Leninist principles,” Soviet authorities emphasized mod-
ern functional designs and technological solutions rooted in Constructivism
and the 1920s avant-garde in order to instill the home with the values of
collective—read socialist—production and consumption. Not so in Poland
where the popular press promoted the aesthetic of the modern home
through “proto-consumerist discourses of individual taste and fashion.”?

The Sliwowski couple also remembered noticing how the Soviet private
space automatically challenged official Soviet values as soon as it departed
from them. These “shy nudes” and abstract paintings had to be displayed
secretly, even though the organizers had already confined the pieces to
the private space of a newly built, still empty apartment. Moreover, the
exhibition took place on the outskirts of the city, in what still resembled
a construction site more than a finished residential area.®® Through its
remoteness, chaos, emptiness, and opacity, this unlit, muddy maze of
unfinished Khrushchev-era apartment buildings provided another layer of
safety from the all-intrusive Soviet state.

r
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Srace EXPLORERS

Young people played leading roles in the carnival of the Thaws.?! Yet
hardly all youth expressed liberal leanings. Benjamin Tromly found that
outside the small circles of radicals large sections of the Soviet youth
hardly supported the ferment in Eastern Europe, much less drew inspi-
ration from it. “Faced with the destabilization of the Bloc,” he wrote,
“many students, like other Soviet citizens, accepted with little hesitation
the official explanation that the Hungarian ‘events’ constituted a coun-
terrevolution that had to be put down by Soviet troops.” In Tromly’s
view, “perhaps the majority” of the students “had a narrow, etatist vision
of Soviet patriotism that was at odds with the internationally engaged
socialism of the revisionists.”*? There had been Soviet and East European
students engaged in verbal clashes in Soviet university hallways, as they
exchanged views on the meaning of socialism and Soviet policies in
Eastern Europe.*® De-Stalinization “had led to solidarity and pan-bloc
thinking”; but “the Hungarian events triggered a retreat from interna-
tionalism,” Tromly argued, pointing to the popular attitudes.?* The lead-
ers of the Soviet youth organization Komsomol in particular resented
many aspects of de-Stalinization.*® Many lower-level Komsomol members
shared their leaders’ conservative views. They participated vigorously in
the campaigns to define distinct Soviet values among youth in collective
and often anti-Western terms.3 The most conservative activists traveled to
Eastern Europe, because they were considered most reliable. They would
stay for a few days or weeks, at the most. This was little time, but they tried
to understand Poland’s transition from Stalinism to post-Stalinism by tak-
ing visual snapshots of Polish spaces.

Consider the case of the five students from the Azerbaijani Polytechnical
Institute who spent 12 days in Poland in late December, 1960. They left
Baku and the Transcaucasus slopes to “learn about the organization of
mass work” among Polish students, to “tell” the Polish peers “about
the successes of communist building in our country,” and about the sci-
entific, cultural, and educational achievements of Soviet Azerbaijan.”?
They voyaged to see sites that showcased the socialist Poland: Warsaw,
the country’s capital with its domineering Palace of Culture and Science;
Wroclaw, a city which the Poles, with Stalin’s support, had “recovered”
from Germany; the New Steel Mill, a massive settlement around the new
industrial plant near Cracow, Poland’s cultural capital and historically most
conservative city; and Katowice, the coal mining city in the Lower Silesia.
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The mountainous resort town of Zakopane, another stop on the agenda,
lay nearby Poronin, where Lenin had spent part of his exile before 1917.
The final stop was to be Auschwitz, the death camp which the Poles had
been commemorating as a place of national martyrdom, and which Red
Army soldiers had liberated in early 1945. Like Soviet tourists to Eastern
Europe examined by Anne Gorsuch, they set off to visit “two kinds of
Soviet past: the heroic past of revolutionary construction, a more recent
Stalinist past,” a process that reinforced the discourse of Soviet superior-
ity.?® But the youth activists also differed from Soviet tourists in show-
ing keen interest in spaces that ostensibly marginalized Soviet agency, and
played down the significance of socialist ideological precepts. Much more
than “time travelers,” they acted as “space explorers” of sorts.

Upon their arrival on December 24, the Baku students spent a quick
evening in Warsaw and then relaxed for two days in the Zakopane, with
its “picturesque” surroundings. Yet no urban vista and no mountain view
stirred such surprise among the guests as the énzeriors of several cities’ stu-
dent clubs. In Cracow, they were to meet with representatives of Poland’s
Union of Polish Students in a venue called “Under the Lizards,” named
this way after the reptilian bas-relief on the facade of the Renaissance build-
ing that housed the club.® The leader of the Soviet delegation A. Fataliev
described what he saw in his report:

The club operates several rooms on the ground and basement floors. The
biggest room, one that could hold approximately three hundred people, is
lined with small tables, at which [young people] drink coffee. The Club’s
Council also organizes rare mass events in this room.*

Fataliev was describing the “Gothic” room; just like in Wroctaw’s “Piwnica
$widnicka,” another club they visited, the names and decors of the interiors
evoked Poland’s pre-industrial past.*! The five youngsters then followed a
“spiral staircase” into the basement, where they noticed a bar and “a spe-
cial room for playing of a rather popular card game [called] bridge.” The
downstairs struck them with its peculiar atmosphere. “A near-dusk reigns
in all rooms belonging to the club; they have been artificially divided into
nooks with single tables, as it’s been explained to us, for lovers and roman-
tics,” wrote Fataliev. “As a result of excessive consumption of cigarettes, in
all the rooms hangs a cloud of smoke.”*?

Between the lines of this extensive description, Soviets articulated a
palpable concern. They raised their eyebrows upon seeing that the Poles
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had turned transparent, public spaces which should be serving the politi-
cal cause of socialism into opaque, smoke-filled dens of personal pleasure
and romantic intimacy. They soon learned that little political work had
been going on in the club. Talking to a member of the club’s Executive
Committee, the Soviet students observed that “there’s really no place to
conduct section activities, because all rooms are already occupied.” The
“Polish comrades” answered somewhat lamely that they “would think of
something.”** In Fataliev’s words, “our guys wondered: have there been
organized meetings with factory workers, University professors, with older
comrades? The response was: not yet.”* Having scrutinized Polish spaces,
the Soviets understandably began to raise questions about the ideological
integrity of their hosts. And in defending themselves, the Poles only con-
firmed the Soviet suspicions.

Part of the Soviet effort to promote internationalism among the young,
dozens of Soviet youth delegations visited Poland in the half-decade after
1956.* Each time, the Soviets paid keen attention to the spaces into which
the Poles had brought them. Youth clubs in particular elicited in these
guests a mixture of disapproval and disbelief. The Soviets complained that
on the walls, the Poles put up few political slogans and plenty of abstract
art. In the clubs’ rooms, unstructured discussion over coffee took prece-
dence over collective activities. Young Polish men and women smoked and
gambled there. On Saturdays, they gathered in the clubs to listen to jazz
and dance to rock-and-roll, although the popular culture spilled beyond the
club walls. As one Komsomol activist pointed out after his trip to Poland
in 1960, “in youth clubs and on stages Western music and dances domi-
nate.”*® As the head of one Soviet delegation to Poland from late 1958,
A. Torsuev observed, “most activists with whom we spoke approve the
building of socialism in Poland, but they often emphasize the particularities
of the Polish path.” According to Torsuev, ZSP (Zrzeszenie Studentéw
Polskich or Polish Students® Association) student organizations “do not
actively participate in the building of socialism” and “there’s not a big cause
which would bring concrete benefits to the party and the state, which would
nourish its members.” He characterized the activists as “generally passive. ..
afraid to exert their influence, for instance in clubs, among the faithful,
etc...” Torsuev added that “a significant portion” of the activists believed
that “they could connect with students only through entertainment and
instructional work,” while the pursuit of direct party-minded questions
about socialism and its ideas “can frighten masses of students away from
the clubs.” Many activists, Torsuev opined, believe “that the best strategy
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is to stay passive and observe”; according to them, “youth should come to
understand socialist art, socialist aesthetics, et cetera, by themselves.”*®

Polish student clubs only seemed like natural places for Soviet-Polish
youth meetings. They emerged as centers of the reinvigorated post-1956
student mass cultural movement, which put a premium on unconstrained
sociability, experimentation and also various forms of entertainment. They
were part of a network which also included discussion clubs that focused
on highbrow cultural affairs, as well as student theaters, choirs, but also—
after their fortunes have waned, or during slow seasons—night clubs and
dance floors. They mushroomed in Poland’s major cities and rapidly grew
in number from nine in 1958 to 116 in 1965.* One ZSP activist called
them “home to all anxious student minds,” a place that “concentrates
social, intellectual, and creative life, which poses questions and searches
for answers.” Their founders and participants consciously sought an alter-
native to the reading room model that prevailed before 1955, and which
emphasized socialist education; they opposed the salons, with their strict
rules of conduct; they wanted to create “a platform for intimate intel-
lectual contact,” a counter-space to “a political rally.”®® Soviets saw them
as insufficiently political. But in reality, they reflected a more capacious
idea of politics. “Political,” noted authors of a 1968 almanac summariz-
ing post-1956 student cultural achievements, meant not “ideological ver-
biage, skin-deep engagement, speaking out loud about obvious things”;
but rather: “an ability to keep up pace with the issues of the day,” for
example, ‘finding thought and artistic formulas to the postulates put
forth by cultural policy.”®! The youth followed the party line, promot-
ing “democratic” culture, popular engagement, creativity, and critical
reflection about life and society. In the previous era—and now, to some
Komsomol activists—“democratic” meant simplifying, finding the low-
est common denominator. Explicitly breaking with such a practice, Polish
students aimed to democratize culture by popularizing elite forms of artis-
tic expression.

Fundamentally, the Soviet—Polish differences over club spaces reflected
the uneven transformations in the respective countries’ youth organiza-
tions. The Soviet Komsomol remained a unitary, monopolistic youth orga-
nization. During the intellectual ferment of 1956 the organization opened
student clubs and then shut them down when they departed from their
traditional role as “mediums of socialist socialization,” and turned into
“physical and discursive space” which students used “to push for deepen-
ing de-Stalinization—and to affirm their identities as critical thinkers in
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the process.”*? Lacking institutional space to socialize on their own terms,
Soviet youth embraced kompanii—informal groups of friends who spent
time together anywhere and everywhere.

In Poland, the Stalinist youth organization, the ZMP (Zwigzek
Mlodziezy Polskief or Polish Youth Association), fell apart in early 1957;
behind the decision to dissolve it stood both its activist members who felt
disenchanted by the extremely instrumental way with which the organiza-
tion treated its card holders, as well as upper echelon party members who
wished to distance themselves from the previous epoch.5 Several youth
organizations replaced the ZMP. One was the ZMS (Zwiazek Mlodziesy
Socjalistyczmey or Socialist Youth Association), which reached out to pri-
marily urban youth. It emerged from the post-1956 upheavals as an orga-
nization most closely tied to the Party, but which was characterized, until
1964, by internal divisions and a fair amount of institutional autonomy.
Another was the ZSP, which catered to Polish university students. The
Soviet authorities frowned upon this Polish departure from the Leninist
model of a unitary youth organization. The Polish communists made the
case that despite the divisions, the ideological unity within youth institu-
tions had been preserved.*® But reality failed to live up to such assertions.
Even the ostensibly political ZMS sought to attract members by minimiz-
ing the discredited, and often abhorred, forms of “political training,” and
by focusing on engaging them through culture, arts, and entertainment,
and also by addressing social needs of youth, such as stipends, vacations,
and foreign internships.®” At the universities, the ZSP exercised its com-
petitive advantage over the ZMS by attending to the students’ daily needs.
For that reason, the ZSP emerged as the more popular organization.5
Unlike Soviet authorities with regards to the Komsomol, the Polish com-
munists welcomed a degree of apoliticism within the student body, justifi-
ably fearing that discussions might backfire and turn into criticism very
quickly.* The ZMS or the Komsomol were considered boring.%° But the
ZSP had no such troubles. The ZSP ran the student clubs. The ZSP was
far more fun.

Space, therefore, reflected the political strategy of the Polish activists.
And the Poles defended it with defiance against Soviet critics. In 1960,
the delegates from Baku who visited another club in Wroctaw “expressed
their perfectly justified incredulity at [the organizations’| negligence of
visual agitation in the club, and the weak organization of educational
/vospitatel’noi/ work in the club.” Especially Kulski, the secretary of the
voivodship committee of ZMS, objected to such reprimands. “He said that
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if we hung up on the wall a portrait of an exemplary worker, or talk about
him, tomorrow everybody will laugh at (?!) him.” And then, the Pole
added, “where the guarantee that tomorrow that same worker will not be
doing a worse job, and then we will be in trouble.”®® The temperature of
the meeting went up the moment one Soviet student asked, “isn’t there
too much dance and bridge?” To this, visibly irritated Kulski responded:
“And what would you want instead, a political circle?” Kulski may have
been right, but he also misrepresented the exact nature of Soviet demands
with typical post-Stalinist sarcasm.

The Soviets welcomed cultural diversity, but they also wanted to see
Polish comrades firmly in control. Another Wroctaw student club called
Little Palace (Patacyk) impressed Fataliev, because it was “organized dif-
ferently.”s? Through offering various activities, section leaders provided
the club with both the necessary energy and structure. Yes, there was
the “the Club of Political Thought”; but the attending students met not
only with party apparatchiks but also with journalists and other profes-
sionals who discussed their work. The Club organized thematic lecture
series, such as the ones devoted to Africa. During one of the first meet-
ings, noted Fataliev approvingly, “the journalist Kapusciriski came and dis-
cussed his impressions from this continent.” What could have that been
like? Ryszard Kapuscinski later became famous for his beautiful, riveting
reportages from the war-torn areas of the Third World. In his early twen-
ties, as late as 1958, and on the cusp of the enormous popular inter-
est in the exotic, postcolonial world, he was still finding his voice—often
through embarrassing references to “some kind of Sudan,” the “savage
country” of Afghanistan, and through his support for British colonial
policies in Ghana.®® But by 1960, the time when the Little Palace began
functioning, Africa had grown on Kapuscifiski and Kapusciniski himself
had matured. He traded his naive pro-capitalism—perhaps a reaction to
discredited Stalinism, which he himself had embraced—for a passionate
curiosity about the Third World as a terrain of anti-colonial struggle,
a political unknown, and a possible hope for socialist renewal. During
countless meetings with students and the general public he disabused his
listeners of simplistic and racist notions about the faraway lands he had
embraced only a few months before.%* This is the Kapusciriski Fataliev
would have heard about. The Soviet activist was pleased that the Cinema
Discussion Club featured films by Eisenstein and Pudovkin. In short, they
wanted the clubs to explore the world in a much less heavy-handed way
than the Poles made it out to be; but it had to be the world that affirmed
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‘Soviet values, in which socialism was victorious and sacrosanct. In order to
promote such a mission, clubs had to offer suitable spaces.

One after another, Soviet youth delegations voiced their discomfort
with de-Stalinized Polish spaces. Young Soviet women who visited Poland
in 1958 to attend a congress observed that “during visits to industrial
sites, kindergartens, schools we saw not a single slogan, poster, commit-
ment; elements of any kind of competition are completely absent.” This,
stated the delegation’s leader M. S. Garkhusha in her report, “creates the
impression that workers do not know what they strive for, they live for
today only.”%* Lithuanian Komsomol activists visiting Poland in 1959 also
emphasized that any visual agitation targeting youth in industrial plants
and factories was “completely missing”®® That same delegation visited the
Auschwitz concentration camp a few days later; it struck them that infor-
mational brochures were available in Polish, German, and English but
not in Russian. Then on May 10, the Lithuanian group paid a visit to
the Soviet cemetery in Gdarisk. Nothing betrayed the passing of the all-
important Victory Day the day before: “at midday, when we headed for
the cemetery, the gates were closed and locked; on the graveyard, there
were no people, not a single bunch of flowers, not even from the Soviet
consulate in Gdarisk”%” De-Stalinization was about re-appropriating spaces
just as much as it was about creating new openings and closures.

The youngest generations of Polish youth likewise re-appropriated
space. In July 1960, a Komsomol delegation which attended an all-Polish
Congress of Youth made it an occasion to visit five camps of Polish scouts.
The Soviets noticed that “the scouts attach considerable weight to sym-
bolism,” and so cach tent, in each group has its own name, which the
boys or girls choose by themselves. They pointed to the Little Bears unit
of which each member “carries a figure of a little bear on a rope; at the
entrance to a tent lays an emblem with the head of a bear from sand,
rocks and tree cones.”®® But they saw the most stunning things in the
camp near Mielno, close to the Baltic Sea. “In the ‘café’ constructed by
the kids from blocks/stools and boards/desks, right at the entrance there
stands something incomprehensible, made of bits of wires, stones, bones
and wood.” The guests from the Komsomol asked about the significance
of the strange sculpture. The Poles explained that this is “the Man of the
future—a robot; he stands there to invite everyone to the café, instead of
arcal human being; the long branches with blue wire isolations symbolize
hands; they are extended towards the entrance, in the gesture of invita-
tion for the passersby.” In the report to Moscow, the Soviets used this
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example to illustrate the extent to which the work of the Scouts relied
on “entertainment, romanticism and adventurism,” clearly elements that
distinguished the Polish from the Soviet style.®®

Unlike under Stalin, the members of the Soviet youth delegations to
Poland rarely felt entitled to enforce the imperial chronotope. But they
actively looked for signs of its maintenance and survival. The Soviet female
delegates who attended the 1958 Women’s Congress later wrote that “it
caught our attention that during none of the meetings with youth from
the countryside did we meet a young man or a woman from a collec-
tive farm, although we tried to, and during each meeting we asked about
the place of work.” Such interviews proved disappointing, for “unfortu-
nately, the answer was always: ‘I work for myself.”””® The author of the
report added that out of Poland’s 10,000 agricultural cooperatives only
1800 remained after 1956. To those Soviet travelers who sought in the
Polish spaces a confirmation of Soviet values, this was bad news. Members
of another Komsomol delegation repeatedly approached Polish students
by asking about what they were proud of in their country. They asked:
“which one of the achievements of People’s Poland makes you particularly
proud?” Someone from Cracow mentioned the Royal Castle. One respon-
dent from £.6d% cited the 1905 weavers® revolt. Most people, however,
were unable to give any answer. “Above all, we were disappointed by the
absence in our interlocutors of any pride in the achievements of today’s
People’s Republic of Poland,” concluded the trip leader despondently.”!

In certain cases, the Poles consciously crafted their own chronotope
by showing the Soviets some sites and deliberately hiding others; and
in some instances, the Soviets aggressively demanded exposure to their
own, preferred vision of Poland. One male Komsomol activist who came
from Uzbekistan with a group of Soviet tourists in June 1958 complained
that “during our six-day stay in Poland, we visited not a single indus-
trial enterprise.” Avasenov had been hoping to see “Nowa Huta,” or the
“New Steel Mill,” Poland’s first socialist city. Built around the newly con-
structed Lenin Steel Mill near Cracow, it was Poland’s response to Soviet
Komsomolsk and Magnitogorsk; far larger than any such project in the
USSR or Eastern Europe, it was to be “a city of labor and progress, inhab-
ited by ‘new men’ full of faith in socialism and the future.””? He was
disappointed. “They showed [it to] us from a distance of 500 meters; as
a result, we saw only parts of furnaces and factory chimneys. [...] £6dz,
one of Poland’s major industrial centers, was not included in the program
at all.” In contrast, commented R. Avanesov with a bitter passion, the

4
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Poles “delighted in showing us a good dozen churches—some on a hill,
some on the ground, some underground—many of which,” he opined,
“represent neither historical nor artistic value.””® This may have been
true. After 1956, Poles scrambled to build new churches not only to cre-
ate places of worship but also to challenge the communist authorities at
the same time.”* Showing the churches to the Soviets, too, was a way of
flaunting a post-Stalinist present. With considerable difficulty, Avanesov
convinced the guides to take the group to the Lenin museum in Cracow;
the Poles complied “very reluctantly,” but then “in the museum dragged
their feet.””® The young man reached his fill and personally went to the
Polish travel agency “Orbis” to file a grievance as a Komsomol activist;
but there, the employees reminded Avanesov that he was visiting Poland
as a tourist, not a representative of a youth organization, and refused to
help him.”® Avasenov no longer enjoyed the clout that Soviet visitors to
Eastern Europe enjoyed under Stalin. But some countries honored the
Soviet presence more than others. Shortly thereafter, Avasenov visited
Czechoslovakia and found the host much more accommodating.”” “There
are people in Orbis,” he concluded in words that echoed the previous
era, “who sabotaged our attempts to become familiar with the life of the
Polish people; for that reason, we were unable to see that, for which we
had come to Poland in the first place: the ways in which the Polish people
builds socialism.””8

Avasenov sounded like a Komsomol fanatic; however, his organiza-
tion’s correspondence with the USSR’s tourist agency Inturist shows
that indeed, the Poles deliberately manipulated the Soviets’ spatial
experience. In 1957, the Cracovians took the conservative Soviet lit-
erary critic to one of the student clubs, whose program, unsurpris-
ingly, he deemed offensive.”” Writing in early August 1958, Inturist’s
deputy chair A. Erokhin informed the Komsomol’s Central commit-
tee that they were negotiating with the Poles “the possible inclusion of
industrial and agricultural sites into the tour programs.” But the Poles
insisted that “they are not ready yet, although they are willing to return
to this question later.”®® Others also voiced frustrations. Another del-
egation of Soviet women who visited Poland in February-March 1961
reported that “during the tours of historical places in Warsaw, Cracow,
[the Poles] speak little about the revolutionary or working-class tradi-
tions.” In Cracow, the Komsomol activists spent “much of the time
touring old monuments, churches, especially Wawel, with the tombs of
the Polish kings.” They found guides’ comments about Pilsudski’s role
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to be “tendentious,” and seemed surprised that on the Marshall’s tomb
there were “always fresh flowers.” When they inquired about “how to
explain the nation’s ‘love’ for Pilsudski,” one top Cracow district official
explained “Alas, Pilsudski is to Poland what Lenin is to Russia. Except
that Pilsudskii was a reactionary.”®! The Soviets measured the Polish
politics of space by the rules of Marxist—Leninist geometry; in their
minds, by enshrining Pitsudski in the revolutionary canon, the Poles
tried to square a circle.

CONCLUSION

It has become an axiom in recent historiography that space and society
co-produce each other.’? In the 1940s, the landscapes and interiors did
more than serve as a backdrop to political and social consolidation of the
Stalinist Empire. During the period of de-Stalinization, too, space more
than simply contained Soviet—Polish contestation of ideas. On the con-
trary, it reflected a new stage in Soviet—Polish relations, which, in turn,
unveiled ruptures within the Second World. Space also shaped patters of
mid-level crossborder interactions. To the Komsomol activists, the Polish
management of space immediately revealed differences between political
paths taken. This perceptible chasm prompted further discussions about
social policies of the youth organizations and political strategies of the
Polish communists. This in turn put into relief decper divisions between
Polish and Soviet activists concerning the ways in which to engage youth
in the building of socialism.

Many Poles relished their newfound empowerment vis-a-vis the Soviets.
They showed their guests around places and spaces that were unlikely to
elicit Soviet enthusiasm, but which reflected the hosts’ own values and
identities. Some Polish youth activists shared the Soviet opinions about
excessive divisions within and autonomy of Polish youth organization.
They felt somewhat embarrassed about the “revisionist” trends in Polish
society-which they compared to pneumonia—in contrast to the Stalinist
“cold.”®? But the persistence with which many other Polish guides refused
to honor orthodox Soviet sensibilities testified to the resentment against
Moscow’s policies of the preceding decade. The Polish sense of confi-
dence also clearly reflected their conviction, only rarely shared by the
opposite side, that now the Soviets should be learning from the Poles.
As the young Polish writer Igor Abramow-Newerly told his Soviet hosts
when he arrived with a delegation of students in 1957, the Komsomol,
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like the ZMP, would “inevitably” undergo a breakup as well, just as the
USSR needed its own “October.”® But in contesting the post-1956 chro-
notope, Soviet and Polish youth activists contested the proper shape of the
socialist future.

What could these experiences in Polish spaces have meant to the
Komsomol activists? In 1945, the Polish writer Czestaw Mitosz read “com-
passionate superiority” comparable to the feeling of a housewife for “a
mouse caught in her trap” in the smile of the elderly Soviet journalist who
visited Poland and toured several provincial cities. Milosz sensed that the
man “was flattered to be a representative of a country ruled according to
infallible predictions; for nation after nation had indeed become part of its
Empire, according to schedule.”® The disruption of the schedule appears
to have piqued the pride of the Soviets. Komsomol activists saw Poland’s
changing interior landscapes as a symbol of their country’s power; now,
the Poles’ unwillingness to imitate things Soviet, and the Soviet inabil-
ity to force the Poles into the Soviet “stairwell to communism,” caused
humiliation. Paradoxically, the Komsomol activists’ impulses to stop the
transformation of Polish spaces may have had something to do with their
organization’s growing alicnation back home. The Komsomol leader-
ship resented the seemingly fast pace of Khrushchevian de-Stalinization,
and the antipathy was, to some extent, mutual. The Komsomol proved
increasingly unpopular with the Soviet youth as well; poems about collec-
tive farms, which the organization promoted as a panacea to indifference,
hardly moved these young men and women who had access to rock-
and-roll. In a very different context, David Cannadine has argued that
nineteenth-century British colonial officials valued the empire’s overseas
domains because they offered opportunities to underscore one’s social sta-
tus through ceremony and display, for example, in a way that was becom-
ing anachronistic—and therefore increasingly unavailable—at home.
Could it have been that the Soviet activists also yearned to re-create a
different kind of vanishing world?

This chapter began with an attempt to identify the distinct spatial
arrangements in the post-Stalinist USSR and Poland through the con-
ceptual prism of the Bakhtinian “chronotope.” But perhaps the work of
Henri Lefebvre may serve as a more useful starting point for consider-
ing the ways in which these distinct spatial orders interacted with each
other within the framework of broader structures of power. In his clas-
sic neo-Marxist The Production of Space, Lefebvre examined the ways in
which spatial arrangements characteristic of capitalism both embody and
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generate systemic conflicts, or “contradictions.” Of note is the ﬁnbmmo.s
between two tendencies. The first is capitalism’s “strategy” to appropri-
ate space, subordinate it to narrow, functional use, force it to serve the
profit-making interests of the dominant classes, and UoBomn.ENo itinto an
“abstract space” filled with “banks, business centres, and major productive
entities,” as well as “motorways, airports, and information lattices.”®” The
second is the grassroots struggle to carve out “counter-spaces,” m.Snr as
“‘amenities’ or empty spaces for play and encounter,” “deviant or .a:\.nﬁma
spaces” which challenge the status quo by reflecting Uwomﬁﬂ social inter-
est and introducing heterogeneity.®® The Soviet youth activists m.D&. their
Polish counterparts similarly contested different spatial regimes within the
perimeter of a certain political, cultural, and social whole. Yet to the extent
that each spatial order stemmed from the half-hearted and somewhat
vague top-level consensus among the communists that the Hvo#mm could
ascend their own stairway to socialism, the conflicts over space point to the
continued difficulty with which socialism after Stalin reconciled cultural
flexibility with control.
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