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1944 - Arthur Koestl! er
ARTHUR KCESTLER (1944)

One striking fact about English literature during the present century is
the extent to which it has been dom nated by foreigners--for exanple,
Conrad, Henry Janes, Shaw, Joyce, Yeats, Pound and Eliot. Still, if you
chose to make this a matter of national prestige and exam ne our

achi evenent in the various branches of literature, you would find that
Engl and made a fairly good showi ng until you cane to what may be roughly
described as political witing, or panphleteering. | mean by this the
special class of literature that has arisen out of the European
political struggle since the rise of Fascism Under this headi ng novels,
aut obi ogr aphi es, books of "reportage", sociological treatises and plain
panphl ets can all be | unped together, all of them having a common origin
and to a great extent the sane enotional atnmosphere

Sone out of the outstanding figures in this school of witers are
Si I one, Mal raux, Salvem ni, Borkenau, Victor Serge and Koestler hinself.
Sone of these are inmmginative witers, sone not, but they are all alike
in that they are trying to wite contenporary history, but UNOFFICl AL
history, the kind that is ignored in the text-books and lied about in
the newspapers. Also they are all alike in being continental Europeans.
It may be an exaggeration, but it cannot be a very great one, to say

t hat whenever a book dealing with totalitarianismappears in this
country, and still seems worth reading six nmonths after publication, it
is a book translated from sone foreign | anguage. English witers, over

t he past dozen years, have poured forth an enornous spate of political
literature, but they have produced al nost nothing of aesthetic val ue,
and very little of historical value either. The Left Book C ub, for

i nstance, has been running ever since 1936. How many of its chosen

vol unes can you even remenber the names of ? Nazi Germany, Sovi et

Russi a, Spain, Abyssinia, Austria, Czechoslovakia--all that these and

ki ndred subj ects have produced, in England, are slick books of
reportage, di shonest panphlets in which propaganda is swal | owed whol e
and then spewed up again, half digested, and a very few reliable guide
books and text-books. There has been nothing resenbling, for instance
FONTAMARA or DARKNESS AT NOON, because there is alnpbst no English witer
to whomit has happened to see totalitarianismfromthe inside. In
Europe, during the past decade and nore, things have been happening to
m ddl e- cl ass peopl e which in England do not even happen to the working
cl ass. Mopst of the European witers | nentioned above, and scores of
others |ike them have been obliged to break the law in order to engage
in politics at all; some of them have thrown bonbs and fought in street
battles, many have been in prison or the concentration canp, or fled
across frontiers with fal se nanes and forged passports. One cannot

i magi ne, say, Professor Laski indulging in activities of that Kkind.

Engl and is | acking, therefore, in what one might call concentration-canp
literature. The special world created by secret-police forces,
censorship of opinion, torture and frane-up trials is, of course, known
about and to sone extent disapproved of, but it has made very little
enmotional inpact. One result of this is that there exists in Engl and
almost no literature of disillusionnent about the Soviet Union. There is
the attitude of ignorant disapproval, and there is the attitude of
uncritical admiration, but very little in between. Opinion on the Mscow
sabotage trials, for instance, was divided, but divided chiefly on the
guesti on of whether the accused were guilty. Few people were able to see
that, whether justified or not, the trials were an unspeakabl e horror.
And English disapproval of the Nazi outrages has al so been an unrea
thing, turned on and off like a tap according to political expediency.
To under stand such things one has to be able to i magi ne oneself as the
victim and for an Englishman to wite Darkness at Noon woul d be as

unli kely an accident as for a slave-trader to wite UNCLE TOM S CABI N.

Page 1



Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com For evaluation only.

1944 - Arthur Koestl! er

Koestl er's published work really centres about the Mdscow trials. H's
main thenme is the decadence of revolutions owing to the corrupting

ef fects of power, but the special nature of the Stalin dictatorship has
driven himback into a position not far renoved from pessim stic
Conservatism | do not know how many books he has witten in all. He is
a Hungari an whose earlier books were witten in German, and five books
have been published in England: SPANI SH TESTAMENT, THE GLADI ATORS
DARKNESS AT NOON, SCUM OF THE EARTH, and ARRI VAL AND DEPARTURE. The
subj ect-matter of all of themis simlar, and none of them ever escapes
for nore than a few pages fromthe atnmosphere of nightmare. O the five
books, the action of three takes place entirely or alnost entirely in
prison.

In the opening nonths of the Spanish civil war Koestler was the NEWS
CHRONI CLE' S correspondent in Spain, and early in 1937 he was taken

pri soner when the Fascists captured Mal aga. He was nearly shot out of
hand, then spent some nonths inprisoned in a fortress, |istening every
night to the roar of rifle fire as batch after batch of Republicans was
execut ed, and being nost of the time in acute danger of execution

hi nsel f. This was not a chance adventure which "m ght have happened to
anybody", but was in accordance with Koestler's life-style. A
politically indifferent person would not have been in Spain at that
date, a nore cautious observer woul d have got out of Mal aga before the
Fascists arrived, and a British or Anerican newspaper nman woul d have
been treated with nore consideration. The book that Koestler wrote about
this, SPANI SH TESTAMENT, has remar kabl e passages, but apart fromthe
scrappiness that is usual in a book of reportage, it is definitely false
in places. In the prison scenes Koestler successfully establishes the

ni ght mare at nosphere which is, so to speak, his patent, but the rest of
the book is too much col oured by the Popul ar Front orthodoxy of the
time. One or two passages even | ook as though they had been doctored for
the purposes of the Left Book Club. At that time Koestler still was, or
recently had been, a nenber of the Communi st Party, and the conplex
politics of the civil war nade it inpossible for any Conmunist to wite
honestly about the internal struggle on the Government side. The sin of

nearly all left-wingers from 1933 onwards is that they have wanted to be
anti-Fasci st without being anti-totalitarian. In 1937 Koestler already
knew this, but did not feel free to say so. He cane nuch nearer to
saying it--indeed, he did say it, though he put on a mask to do so--in
hi s next book, THE GLADI ATORS, which was published about a year before
the war and for sonme reason attracted very little attention.

THE GLADI ATORS is in some ways an unsatisfactory book. It is about
Spartacus, the Thracian gl adi ator who raised a slaves' rebellion in
Italy round about 65 BC, and any book aon such a subject is handi capped
by chal |l engi ng conpari son with SALAMMBO. |In our own age it would not be
possible to wite a book |ike SALAMMBO even if one had the talent. The
great thing about Sal ammbé, even nore inportant than its physica

detail, is its utter mercil essness. Flaubert could think hinself into
the stony cruelty of antiquity, because in the md-nineteenth century
one still had peace of nind. One had tinme to travel in the past.

Nowadays the present and the future are too terrifying to be escaped
from and if one bothers with history it is in order to find nodern
nmeani ngs there. Koestler makes Spartacus into an allegorical figure, a
primtive version of the proletarian dictator. Wereas Flaubert has been
able, by a prolonged effort of the imagi nation, to nake his mercenaries
truly pre-Christian, Spartacus is a nodern nan dressed up. But this

m ght not matter if Koestler were fully aware of what his allegory
nmeans. Revol utions always go wrong--that is the main thenme. It is on the
questi on of WHY they go wong that he falters, and his uncertainty
enters into the story and makes the central figures enigmatic and unreal
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For several years the rebellious slaves are uniformy successful. Their
nunbers swell to a hundred thousand, they overrun great areas of
Southern Italy, they defeat one punitive expedition after another, they
ally thenmselves with the pirates who at that time were the nmasters of
the Mediterranean, and finally they set to work to build a city of their
own, to be named the City of the Sun. In this city human beings are to
be free and equal, and above all, they are to be happy: no slavery, no
hunger, no injustice, no floggings, no executions. It is the dreamof a
just society which seens to haunt the human imagi nation ineradicably and
in all ages, whether it is called the Kingdom of Heaven or the classless
society, or whether it is thought of as a Gol den Age whi ch once existed
in the past and from which we have degenerated. Needl ess to say, the
slaves fail to achieve it. No sooner have they formed thenmselves into a
conmunity than their way of life turns out to be as unjust, |aborious
and fear-ridden as any other. Even the cross, synbol of slavery, has to
be revived for the punishment of malefactors. The turning-point cones
when Spartacus finds hinself obliged to crucify twenty of his ol dest and
nost faithful followers. After that the City of the Sun is dooned, the
slaves split up and are defeated in detail, the last fifteen thousand of
t hem bei ng captured and crucified in one batch.

The serious weakness of this story is that the notives of Spartacus

hi nsel f are never nade clear. The Ronman | awyer Ful vius, who joins the
rebellion and acts as its chronicler, sets forth the famliar dilemma of
ends and nmeans. You can achi eve nothing unless you are willing to use
force and cunning, but in using themyou pervert your original ains.
Spartacus, however, is not represented as power hungry, nor, on the

ot her hand, as a visionary. He is driven onwards by sone obscure force
whi ch he does not understand, and he is frequently in two mnds as to
whet her it would not be better to throw up the whole adventure and flee
to Alexandria while the going is good. The slaves' republic is in any
case wrecked rather by hedonismthan by the struggle for power. The

sl aves are discontented with their |iberty because they still have to
wor k, and the final break-up happens because the nore turbul ent and | ess
civilised slaves, chiefly Gauls and Germans, continue to behave |ike
bandits after the republic has been established. This may be a true
account of events--naturally we know very little about the slave
rebellions of antiquity--but by allowing the Sun City to be destroyed
because Crixus the Gaul cannot be prevented from|l ooting and raping
Koestl er has faltered between allegory and history. If Spartacus is the
prot otype of the nodern revol utionary--and obviously he is intended as
t hat - - he shoul d have gone astray because of the inpossibility of
conbi ni ng power with righteousness. As it is, he is an al nost passive
figure, acted upon rather than acting, and at tines not convincing. The
story partly fails because the central problem of revolution has been
avoi ded or, at |east, has not been sol ved

It is again avoided in a subtler way in the next book, Koestler's
mast er pi ece, DARKNESS AT NOON. Here, however, the story is not spoiled,
because it deals with individuals and its interest is psychological. It
is an episode picked out froma background that does not have to be
guesti oned. DARKNESS AT NOON describes the inprisonment and death of an
A d Bol shevi k, Rubashov, who first denies and ultimately confesses to
crimes which he is well aware he has not comrtted. The grown-upness,
the lack of surprise or denunciation, the pity and irony with which the
story is told, show the advantage, when one is handling a thene of this
ki nd, of being a European. The book reaches the stature of tragedy,
whereas an English or American witer could at nobst have nade it into a
pol em cal tract. Koestler has digested his material and can treat it on
the aesthetic level. At the sane tine his handling of it has a political
implication, not inportant in this case but likely to be damaging in

| ater books.
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Naturally the whol e book centres round one question: Wiy did Rubashov
confess? He is not guilty--that is, not guilty of anything except the
essential crime of disliking the Stalin régime. The concrete acts of
treason in which he is supposed to have engaged are all inmaginary. He
has not even been tortured, or not very severely. He is worn down by
solitude, toothache, |ack of tobacco, bright lights glaring in his eyes,
and continuous questioning, but these in thenselves woul d not be enough
to overcone a hardened revol utionary. The Nazis have previously done
worse to himwi thout breaking his spirit. The confessions obtained in
the Russian state trials are capable of three expl anations:

1. That the accused were guilty.

2. That they were tortured, and perhaps bl ackmailed by threats to
relatives and friends.

3. That they were actuated by despair, nental bankruptcy and the habit
of loyalty to the Party.

For Koestler's purpose in DARKNESS AT NOON 1 is ruled out, and though
this is not the place to discuss the Russian purges, | must add that
what little verifiable evidence there is suggests that the trials of the
Bol shevi ks were frame-ups. |If one assumes that the accused were not
guilty--at any rate, not guilty of the particular things they confessed
to--then 2 is the common-sense expl anation. Koestler, however, plunps
for 3, which is also accepted by the Trotskyist Boris Souvarine, in his
panphl et CAUCHEMAR EN URSS. Rubashov ultimately confesses because he
cannot find in his own nmnd any reason for not doing so. Justice and
objective truth have | ong ceased to have any neaning for him For
decades he has been sinply the creature of the Party, and what the Party
now demands is that he shall confess to non-existent crines. In the end
t hough he had to be bullied and weakened first, he is sonewhat proud of
his decision to confess. He feels superior to the poor Czarist officer
who inhabits the next cell and who tal ks to Rubashov by tapping on the
wal | . The Czarist officer is shocked when he | earns that Rubashov
intends to capitulate. As he sees it fromhis "bourgeois" angle,
everyone ought to stick to his guns, even a Bol shevi k. Honour, he says,
consists in doing what you think right. "Honour is to be useful without
fuss," Rubashov taps back; and he reflects with a certain satisfaction
that he is tapping with his pince-nez while the other, the relic of the
past, is tapping with a nmonocle. Like Bukharin, Rubashov is "l ooking out
upon bl ack darkness". What is there, what code, what |oyalty, what

noti on of good and evil, for the sake of which he can defy the Party and
endure further torment? He is not only alone, he is also hollow He has
hi nsel f comritted worse crinmes than the one that is now being
perpetrated agai nst him For exanple, as a secret envoy of the Party in
Nazi Germany, he has got rid of disobedient foll owers by betraying themto
the Gestapo. Curiously enough, if he has any inner strength to draw
upon, it 1s the nmenories of his boyhood when he was the son of

a | andowner. The | ast thing he renembers, when he is shot from

behind, is the | eaves of poplar trees on his father's estate. Rubashov
bel ongs to the ol der generation of Bol sheviks that was | argely w ped out
in the purges. He is aware of art and literature, and of the world

out side Russia. He contrasts sharply with Getkin, the young GPU nan who
conducts his interrogation, and who is the typical "good party man",
conpletely without scruples or curiosity, a thinking granophone
Rubashov, unlike G etkin, does not have the Revolution as his
starting-point. Hs mnd was not a blank sheet when the Party got hold
of it. Hys superiority to the other is finally traceable to his

bour geoi s origin.

One cannot, | think, argue that DARKNESS AT NOON is sinply a story
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dealing with the adventures of an imaginary individual. Cearly it is a
political book, founded on history and offering an interpretation of
di sputed events. Rubashov m ght be called Trotsky, Bukharin Rakovsky or
sonme other relatively civilised figure anong the O d Bol sheviks. |If one
wites about the Moscow trials one must answer the question, "Wy did
t he accused confess?" and whi ch answer one nakes is a politica
deci si on. Koestler answers, in effect, "Because these people had been
rotted by the Revolution which they served", and in doing so he cones
near to claimng that revolutions are of their nature bad. |If one
assunes that the accused in the Mdscow trials were nmade to confess by
means of some kind of terrorism one is only saying that one particul ar
set of revolutionary |eaders has gone astray. |ndividuals, and not the
situation, are to blanme. The inplication of Koestler's book, however, is
t hat Rubashov in power would be no better than G etkin: or rather, only
better in that his outlook is still partly pre-revol utionary.
Revol ution, Koestler seems to say, is a corrupting process. Really enter
into the Revolution and you nmust end up as either Rubashov or d etkin.
It is not merely that "power corrupts": so also do the ways of attaining
power. Therefore, all efforts to regenerate society BY VI OLENT MEANS
lead to the cellars of the OGPU, Lenin leads to Stalin, and would have
cone to resenble Stalin if he had happened to survive.

O course, Koestler does not say this quite explicitly, and perhaps is
not altogether conscious of it. He is witing about darkness, but it is
dar kness at what ought to be noon. Part of the tine he feels that things
m ght have turned out differently. The notion that so-and-so has
"betrayed", that things have only gone wong because of individua

wi ckedness, is ever present in left-wi ng thought. Later, in ARRI VAL AND
DEPARTURE, Koestler swi ngs over much further towards the

anti-revol utionary position, but in between these two books there is
anot her, SCUM OF THE EARTH, which is straight autobi ography and has only
an indirect bearing upon the problems rai sed by DARKNESS AT NOON. True
to his life-style, Koestler was caught in France by the outbreak of war
and, as a foreigner and a known anti-Fascist, was pronptly arrested and
i nterned by the Dal adi er Governnent. He spent the first nine nonths of
war nmostly in a prison canp, then, during the collapse of France,
escaped and travell ed by devious routes to England, where he was once
again thrown into prison as an enemny alien. This time he was soon

rel eased, however. The book is a val uable piece of reportage, and
together with a few other scraps of honest writing that happened to be
produced at the tine of the débéacle, it is a renm nder of the depths

t hat bourgeoi s denocracy can descend to. At this nonent, with France
newly liberated and the witch-hunt after collaborators in full sw ng, we
are apt to forget that in 1940 vari ous observers on the spot considered
that about forty per cent of the French popul ation was either actively
pro- German or conpletely apathetic. Truthful war books are never

accept abl e to non-conbatants, and Koestler's book did not have a very
good reception. Nobody cane well out of it--neither the bourgeois
politicians, whose idea of conducting an anti-Fascist war was to jai
every left-winger they could lay their hands on, nor the French

Conmuni sts, who were effectively pro-Nazi and did their best to sabotage
the French war effort, nor the conmon people, who were just as likely to
foll ow nmount ebanks |i ke Doriot as responsible | eaders. Koestler records
sone fantastic conversations with fellow victins in the concentration
canp, and adds that till then, Iike npst niddle-class Socialists and
Conmuni sts, he had never made contact with real proletarians, only with
the educated minority. He draws the pessim stic conclusion: "Wthout
education of the masses, no social progress; wthout social progress, no
education of the masses". In SCUM CF THE EARTH Koestl er ceases to

i deal i se the common peopl e. He has abandoned Stalinism but he is not a
Trot skyist either. This is the book's real |link with ARRI VAL AND
DEPARTURE, in which what is normally called a revolutionary outl ook is
dr opped, perhaps for good
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ARRI VAL AND DEPARTURE is not a satisfactory book. The pretence that it
is a novel is very thin; in effect it is a tract purporting to show that
revol utionary creeds are rationalisations of neurotic inpulses. Wth all
too neat a symmetry, the book begins and ends with the same action--a
leap into a foreign country. A young ex-Conmuni st who has made his
escape from Hungary junps ashore in Portugal, where he hopes to enter
the service of Britain, at that time the only power fighting against
Germany. His enthusiasmis somewhat cooled by the fact that the British
Consul ate is uninterested in himand al nost ignores himfor a period of
several months, during which his noney runs out and ot her astuter

ref ugees escape to America. He is successively tenpted by the Wrld in
the formof a Nazi propagandist, the Flesh in the formof a French girl
and--after a nervous breakdown--the Devil in the formof a psychoanal yst.
The psychoanal yst drags out of himthe fact that his revol utionary

ent husiasmis not founded on any real belief in historical necessity,
but on a norbid guilt conplex arising froman attenpt in early chil dhood
to blind his baby brother. By the tinme that he gets an opportunity of
serving the Allies he has lost all reason for wanting to do so, and he
is on the point of |leaving for America when his irrational inpulses
seize hold of himagain. In practice he cannot abandon the struggle.
When the book ends, he is floating down in a parachute over the dark

| andscape of his native country, where he will be enployed as a secret
agent of Britain.

As a political statement (and the book is not much nore), this is
insufficient. O course it is true in many cases, and it nmay be true in
all cases, that revolutionary activity is the result of persona

mal adj ust mrent. Those who struggl e agai nst society are, on the whol e,
those who have reason to dislike it, and normal healthy people are no
nore attracted by violence and illegality than they are by war. The
young Nazi in ARRI VAL AND DEPARTURE makes the penetrating remark that
one can see what is wong with the |eft-w ng novenent by the ugliness of
its wonen. But after all, this does not invalidate the Socialist case
Actions have results, irrespective of their notives. Marx's ultimte
notives may well have been envy and spite, but this does not prove that
his conclusions were fal se. In naking the hero of ARRI VAL AND DEPARTURE
take his final decision froma mere instinct not to shirk action and
danger, Koestler is nmaking himsuffer a sudden |oss of intelligence
Wth such a history as he has behind him he would be able to see that
certain things have to be done, whether our reasons for doing themare
"good" or "bad". History has to nove in a certain direction, even if it
has to be pushed that way by neurotics. In ARRI VAL AND DEPARTURE Peter's
idols are overthrown one after the other. The Russian Revolution has
degenerated, Britain, synbolised by the aged consul with gouty fingers,
is no better, the international class-conscious proletariat is a nyth.
But the conclusion (since, after all, Koestler and his hero "support"
the war) ought to be that getting rid of Hitler is still a worth-while
objective, a necessary bit of scavenging in which notives are al npst
irrelevant.

To take a rational political decision one nmust have a picture of the
future. At present Koestler seens to have none, or rather to have two
whi ch cancel out. As an ultimate objective he believes in the Earthly
Par adi se, the Sun State which the gladiators set out to establish, and
whi ch has haunted the imagination of Socialists, Anarchists and
religious heretics for hundreds of years. But his intelligence tells him
that the Earthly Paradise is receding into the far distance and that
what is actually ahead of us is bloodshed, tyranny and privati on.
Recently he described hinmself as a "short-term pessinist". Every kind of
horror 1s bl owing up over the horizon, but somehow it will all cone
right in the end. This outlook is probably gaining ground anmong thinking
people: it results fromthe very great difficulty, once one has
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abandoned orthodox religious belief, of accepting life on earth as
i nherently mserable, and on the other hand, fromthe realisation that
to make life liveable is a nuch bigger problemthan it recently seened.
Si nce about 1930 the world has given no reason for optinsm whatever.
Nothing is in sight except a welter of lies, hatred, cruelty and
i gnorance, and beyond our present troubles | oomvaster ones which are
only now entering into the European consciousness. It is quite possible

that man's major problens will NEVER be solved. But it is also
unt hi nkabl e! Who is there who dares to | ook at the world of today and
say to hinself, "It will always be like this: even in a mllion years it

cannot get appreciably better?" So you get the quasi-nystical belief
that for the present there is no renedy, all political action is

usel ess, but that somewhere in space and tinme human life will cease to
be the miserable brutish thing it now is.

The only easy way out is that of the religious believer, who regards
this life merely as a preparation for the next. But few thinking people
now believe in life after death, and the nunber of those who do is
probably dim nishing. The Christian churches woul d probably not survive
on their own nmerits if their econom c basis were destroyed.

The real problemis howto restore the religious attitude while
accepting death as final. Men can only be happy when they do not assume
that the object of life is happiness. It is nost unlikely, however, that
Koestl er woul d accept this. There is a well-nmarked hedonistic strain in
his witings, and his failure to find a political position after
breaking with Stalinismis a result of this.

The Russian Revolution, the central event in Koestler's fife, started
out with high hopes. W forget these things now, but a quarter of a
century ago it was confidently expected that the Russian Revol ution
woul d lead to Uopia. Obviously this has not happened. Koestler is too
acute not to see this, and too sensitive not to remenber the origina

obj ective. Mreover, fromhis European angle he can see such things as
purges and mass deportations for what they are; he is not, |ike Shaw or
Laski, looking at themthrough the wong end of the tel escope. Therefore
he draws the conclusion: This is what revolutions lead to. There is
nothing for it except to be a "short-termpessinist" i.e. to keep out of
politics, make a sort of oasis within which you and your friends can
remai n sane, and hope that sonehow things will be better in a hundred
years. At the basis of this lies his hedonism which | eads himto think
of the Earthly Paradise as desirable. Perhaps, however, whether
desirable or not, it isn't possible. Perhaps some degree of suffering is
i neradi cable from human |ife, perhaps the choice before man is always a
choice of evils, perhaps even the aimof Socialismis not to make the
worl d perfect but to nake it better. All revolutions are failures, but
they are not all the same failure. It is his unwillingness to admt this
that has | ed Koestler's mnd tenporarily into a blind alley and that
makes ARRI VAL AND DEPARTURE seem shal |l ow conpared with the earlier books.
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