
ADDRESS ON THE OCCASION OF 23 AUGUST 2022  

 

It seems to me that ever since we commemorate 23 August as the Day of Remembrance for 

Victims of All Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes, the cultivation of this memory has 

never seemed more urgent. Russia’s unprovoked brutal aggression towards Ukraine which has 

been ongoing for half a year now, had been able to grow from a soil fertilised by the 

denigration of the memory of the victims of totalitarianism. In fact, one of the cornerstones of 

neo-Sovietism, which completely dominated first Belarus and then Russia in the last two 

decades, is precisely the image of history in which everything must be subject to the 

preservation of an untarnished image of the perpetrators of mass crimes. If the victims of one 

type of totalitarianism manage get a voice anywhere, they become shamelessly used as 

cannon fodder in an effort to consolidate the gains of another totalitarianism. Unfortunately, 

we are not immune from similar temptations to denigrate the memory of the victims for fear 

for the reputation of their executioners, since the social model born out of violence is still 

considered by many to be the foundation of our society. And for this reason, 23 August, as a 

remembrance day in our landscape of memory, is finding it so difficult to occupy the place it 

necessarily should.  

It is therefore impossible to ignore that the road to the attack on Kiev was paved with two 

significant developments. The first was the already two-year-long indiscriminate targeting of 

the democratic movement in Belarus and the second was the court-ordered closure of the 

human rights organisation Memorial. The latter, closely associated with the dissident Andrei 

Sakharov, was not by chance dissolved by the Russian Supreme Court just before the end of 

2021, less than two months before the beginning of the general ravaging of Ukraine. It is also 

no coincidence that Memorial was charged with “portraying the Soviet Union as a terrorist 

state” as one of its cardinal offences. The current regime in the Kremlin has, after all, tied 

itself to the rich heritage and technology of that same failed entity.  

Its slow slide in the direction of what in beautiful German is called Gleichschaltung can be for 

us at the same time a living textbook of history and of an approximation to the phenomenon 

of totalitarianism of the 20th century. Allow me to identify the three pillars of this 

phenomenon as I perceive them in the light of the confrontation with the now very bloody 

developments in the post-Soviet space.  

The first, most important and supporting pillar of totalitarianisms is the lie. It is their deepest 

foundation, therefore their weakest point and, paradoxically, at the same time, the baseline of 

their strength. All 20th century totalitarianisms and the modern neo-Sovietism inscribe on their 

flags the defence of the people’s rights, but all of them eventually result in the rule of 

oligarchic cliques that are often narrower than those in traditional social models. The 

concealment of this plain fact, which was apparent to discerning observers at least as early as 

the 1930s, when many viewed with admiration the supposed greatness of totalitarian projects, 

comprises the majority of the efforts of their promoters. One of the first victims here is 

language. Soviet Bolshevism and, after it, German National Socialism are primarily 

responsible for the emergence of a world in which real phenomena and their names are part of 

parallel universes, with virtually no point of contact between them. For example, on 7 April 

1933, just two months after Hitler’s ascent to power, the National Socialist regime issued the 

Law on the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service. Even a modern observer would 



rejoice at such a name. They would think that the law was aimed at replacing cadres that were 

corrupt, politically set or set by association and acquaintances with real experts, who even 

today continue to appear in political debates as some kind of bright stars. And this is certainly 

how many people understood the name of this Hitler’s law in the early Nazi Germany. Of 

course, this understanding couldn’t have fallen further from the truth. The law was a decisive 

step towards a mass forced retirement and lay-off of Jewish and other politically undesirable 

civil servants.  

In different latitudes and also in slightly different times, the unfortunate circumstance that the 

people who were supposed to be at the centre of the regime’s efforts were actually not given 

much of a say was covered up by an inflation of certain adjectives and nouns. The militia and 

the army were of the people, and in East Germany so was the navy. If in the West of Europe 

there was a false or even rotten bourgeois democracy, in the East, and also in our country, 

there was a true, so to speak twice popular, popular democracy. As soon as you opened an 

appointment book, there was already a risk of a hailstorm of popular and democratic 

organisations coming down on your head. On top of that, everything in Yugoslavia was 

autonomous from a certain point onwards, which further emphasised the all-round power of 

the people.  

A naïve person might ask why anyone would pretend to be someone they are clearly not. Why 

would they claim to be bigger democrats than the democrats if they do not care about 

democracy and, in fact, despise it? Russian tsarism, for example, never claimed to be more 

democratic than the British system. Even more, it presented its own autocracy as an ideal. 

Totalitarianisms, of course, could not present their true foundations as an ideal precisely 

because they are pure lies. A lie that can be deflated by the slightest opposition is what makes 

the regime’s protagonists, who are not rooted in any tradition or values, nervous and violent. 

But it is precisely because of the lie as the baseline that they invest all their efforts in creating 

conditions in which public acceptance of the lie is complete. And therein lies their perverse 

power. They try to nip in the bud any public criticism and any public expression of 

disagreement. Elections and referendums are their tools for effective validation of lies. It is 

therefore not an option for only 60% or 70% of the voters to agree on them or for only that 

many to vote. An election paper from 1934 is on display at the Cologne City Museum which 

proves that the referendum on the merging of the office of führer and chancellor at one of 

Cologne’s polling stations did not have 100% agreement, as was claimed by the official 

statistics. The East German apparatchiks were completely taken aback on local elections in 

May 1989, when in some places the official list obtained only 97% and not 99% of the vote. 

And they set about correcting the results, which eventually led to a democratic change. In 

2020 in Belarus, Alexander Lukashenka was unable to imagine publicly receiving only, for 

example, 60% of the vote. Thus, he declared himself the winner of the election, which he very 

likely lost, with a staggering 80.1% of the vote. The sad irony is that in doing so, he literally 

replicated the outcome of the Polish post-war elections of 1947, where there was also no 

correlation between the published figures and the actual voting. Even Sviatlana 

Tsikhanouskaya officially achieved exactly the same percentage as the opposing Polish 

People’s Party in 1947.  

The second pillar, revealed by the Kremlin’s ravaging, may be less noticeable. It is that 

totalitarianisms have tried to convince us that their all-encompassing control of society is 

based on dry, precise, impersonal science. Drago Jančar brilliantly described this attempt in 



his novel Severni sij [Northern Lights]: “According to anthropologist Weinert, there exist two 

decisive criteria for the quality of a race. Both concern the human head or skull. The first 

criterion is the head index and the second is the shape of the head. [...] If the length of the 

head is indicated by 100, then the width should be ¾ or 75% of that length or slightly more or 

less than ¾. [...] The shape of the head is what indicates the cultural value of the race. [...] 

Broadheads with the index above 80 are the most incompetent and dangerous elements of 

humanity.” Of course, such an attempt to provide a pseudo-scientific justification for National 

Socialist racism faced insurmountable difficulties, because: “Socrates was, Weinert continues 

to be objected to, according to the racial theory a complete cretin, Kant a broadhead with an 

index of 85.5, and Leibniz another with an index of 90.3.”  

When I was in primary and secondary school, the textbooks in most subjects, from history to 

biology, would convince me that what I was about to read was based on the most advanced 

scientific knowledge, under the safe shield of a materialistic worldview. At the same time, 

they would warn me not to sink back into the idealistic swamp that occasionally still swallows 

a person in the West.  

It is an extremely dangerous game to accept as truth the supposedly scientific baselines of 

totalitarian social models. For their foundations, in the case of fascism as well as in national 

socialism and communism, are distinctly primitive and, in a manner of speaking, vulgar. In 

fact, to look in them for a deeper conceptual foundation is already a basic mistake. The same 

applies to the attempts to give the present Kremlin regime a nobler and more substantial 

essence than it has. It is also Edvard Kocbek who in one of his hard-to-understand mental 

acrobatics realised with complete clarity something similar, when he confided to his diary: “I 

increasingly understand that Bolshevism makes sense in the grand historical perspective. At the same 

time, I am decreasingly bothered that it has to be completed in such a plain, over-simplified, almost 

banal form of worldview. It is almost certain that the overturn will take a violently radical form.” 

It is precisely the poet from Sveti Jurij ob Ščavnici who, despite his awareness of the banality 

of the worldview at the heart of the Bolshevik totalitarianism, paradoxically bets on it, that 

represents a good transition to the third pillar. It reflects a surprising powerlessness and 

defencelessness of many intellectuals when they were confronted with the totalitarianisms of 

the 20th century. Kocbek was considered by many in the last interwar years to be an enormous 

intellectual, he, after all, impressed them also with his megalomania, something which today 

appears rather immature. Finally, his capitulation before the illusion of the greatness of the 

revolutionary project led many to their downfall. It is enough to consider his apologetic 

depiction of revolutionary violence in the Spanish Civil War: “Even though the mob burned 

churches from the causes and motives mentioned above, which we will also state below, and 

even though the people murdered priests out of excessive personal hatred, it must be said that 

all these acts did not arise from some bestial plan, but were individual in origin.” Of course, in 

the light of such a brush aside, Kocbek could not have been expected to take a firmer stand 

against the same phenomena when they reached his homeland a few years later.  

The thing about intellectuals is that we find it even harder than the everyday people to 

separate ourselves from the illusions which we have been nurturing for years, at least in our 

thoughts and words. It is true that the everyday people are both impressed and dazzled by the 

seeming grandeur and effectiveness of totalitarian social models, which, because of the 

aforementioned banality of their foundations, take shortcuts everywhere. But in the 20th and 

21st centuries, intellectual illusions have proved much more resilient. Thus, one of the greatest 



classical philologists of the 20th century, a German Jew by the name of Eduard Norden, 

reportedly began his lecture a day after the Führer’s seizure of power by paraphrasing a well-

known verse by the poet Ennius about the fighter against Hannibal in the Second Punic War: 

Unus homo nobis audendo restituit rem. A single man has restored the country with his 

boldness. The philologist apparently retained a certain faith in “steersman Hitler” even after it 

became clear that there was no place for him as a Jew in the “new” Germany. His two Jewish 

assistants were laid off, he was forced into retirement and had to leave the Prussian Academy 

of Sciences. He died in Switzerland.  

When it comes to Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, we find that, despite a largely 

appropriate response, many intellectuals are once again unable to part ways with past 

illusions. What is blocking their sight of the lie at the heart of the current Kremlin regime is in 

particular an illusion of Russia as the first land of socialism, and in recent years, at least with 

a minority, an equally illusory notion of the same Russia as a supposed defender of traditional 

values.  This is also because the predecessor of the current Kremlin regime, the Soviet system, 

largely succeeded in selling its narrative, where the perpetrators rather than the victims were 

granted the preservation of memory. Only a truly focused view of them can cure the illusion.  

Moving forwards towards the closure of my speech, Drago Jančar wrote a text about Angela 

Vode titled Gluhonemnica [A Deaf-Mute Institute] just over a decade ago. There, he 

expressed his conviction that in the future, the voice of the tortured Angela Vode, a victim of 

the Nazis and the Communists, would be the most audible one. At that time, I was equally 

convinced of this. Today, I am no longer, partly because of the rather modest place that 23 

August has in our commemorative calendar. I seriously wonder to whom the great stage of 

history will belong in the future: to the current Kremlin tyrant or to his victims. Like little 

Liza, a four-year-old girl with Down’s syndrome from Vinnytsia, west of Kiev, who was 

killed in a pointless attack on the town far from the battlefront. Will the man who ordered her 

murder be regarded as a respectable leader, since he has elevated a fallen Russia and proved 

to be an effective ruler, even though he paved his alleged successes with corpses? Will his 

fate be like that of Josip Broz, Edvard Kardelj, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, sometimes even Benito 

Mussolini? In the minds of the majority, their many victims are often a footnote to their 

breathtaking achievements. More recently, the same applies to Fidel Castro. At the time of his 

passing, some leaders of democratic countries and even the Pope could not find the words that 

would truly fit him. Finally, I entertain the possibility where the Kremlin tyrant avoids the 

historical condemnation also because I myself have on my conscience a book on the history of 

a more remote period, in which his predecessors with slightly less megalomaniac plans 

occupy about eighty percent of the pages, but little is said about the victims.  

But a historian’s sober reflection does not overlap with that of a Christian. And as a Christian, 

I believe that little Liza is already in the safe embrace of the Father, from which no one can 

ever again tear her away. That, after a painful life, her mommy will join her. And that when 

she was received into the arms of the Father, she was welcomed by martyrs, victims of all 

tyrants who claimed the right to decide over life and death.  

I also believe something else. That the Kremlin tyrant is living in hell. Not a hell into which 

the good God would have cast him. A hell of his own making and his own choice. In a hell 

where he trembles every moment because his house, built on sand and lies, might collapse at 

any moment and be blown away by a blast of truth. This fear cannot be drowned out by 



pitchforks in every corner of the country, nor by golden pipes, nor by the deafening noise of 

bombers, nor by the cries of the victims. Not even the arrival in the rubble of Kiev, of which 

he probably dreams every night, could make the fear go away. Because as long as there exists 

the smallest island of dissent, the house of lies is not safe. Such a life is a human and 

civilisational misery that should actually make us pity this man. A single sober thought of the 

sad existence of a tyrant in the shadow of the illusion of power can wash away any illusion, 

any admiration for such a regime.    And nothing reveals the true misery of totalitarian social 

models more than the sight of their victims.  

But given that 23 August, their Day of Remembrance, is followed by 24 August, the day the 

suffering Ukraine celebrates thirty-one years of independence, let me conclude with the words 

of perhaps the most famous contemporary Ukrainian writer, Yurii Andrukhovych: Spring is 

coming and Ukraine will be.   

 

 

 

 
 


