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Igal Halfin must be counted among the most prolific young scholars in the field of 

Soviet studies, having published since 1999 numerous articles and four substantial 

scholarly monographs on the evolution of communist discourse in the 1920s and 

1930s. Halfin’s fundamental concern in each of these publications has been to demon-

strate that Stalinist terror cannot be understood without reference to the eschatological 

nature of the communist narrative of salvation. In the current work, Halfin advances 

this claim by studying how the inner-party factional conflicts of the NEP era rendered 

party discourse increasingly monolithic and Manichean. 

Halfin describes his study as “a linguistic inquiry, in which I trace the genesis of 

the term ‘opposition’ and the semantic field around it,” and he argues that “the story 

of how ‘opposition’ became the linchpin of the political discourse is the story of the 

origins of fratricide in the Bolshevik camp” (p. 52). Halfin construes discourse not 

simply as language, but more broadly as language deployed in practice by individual 

and institutional agents. Thus, he examines not only the construction of official party 

discourse on opposition by elite policy makers but also the manner in which this dis-

course was enacted at the grassroots level by communist students and administrators 

at the Leningrad Communist University and the Tomsk Technological Institute. 

Halfin cautions that the binary worldview characteristic of the Stalin era was not 

simply imposed from above, but rather was the product of complex interactions. 

The book’s first chapters trace what might be called the language of high politics, 

that is, the process whereby the concept of opposition obtained a fixed, identifiable 

content as the negative “other” of the majority. In Halfin’s view this development was 

more or less inevitable, given the common acceptance by all Bolsheviks of an essen-

tially eschatological Marxian worldview. Their numerous disagreements aside, all 

Bolsheviks agreed that truth was singular and that there could be only one path to the 

promised land of socialism. This rendered the fluidity and relative pluralism of com-

munist politics during the Civil War inherently unstable as evidenced by the ban on 

factions enacted at the Tenth Party Congress in 1921. Thereafter, political dissent – 

previously described in terms of “differences of opinion,” “tendencies,” or “groups” – 

quickly became opposition, a new essentializing category in Bolshevik political dis-

course indicating defection from the communist cause (p. 88). 

Once objectified, opposition was subject to investigation. Responding to the rhe-

torical challenges leveled by the Workers’ Opposition and Workers’ Truth in 1922 

and 1923, central officials laid the foundations of a “Bolshevik hermeneutical appa-

ratus,” an investigative apparatus to uncover and prosecute dissent (p. 104). One of 

the central arguments of Intimate Enemies is that the interrogatory practices of party 

bureaus, control commissions, purge commissions and student cells constituted a new 

“hermeneutics of the soul,” that combined elements of modern scientific and tradi-
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tional Judeo-Christian worldviews. Ultimately, opposition came to be construed as an 

essentially moral phenomenon, a manifestation of evil (pp. 112-113). Translating 

Michel Foucault’s notion of “pastoral power” into a Soviet context, Halfin asserts that 

the hermeneutics of the soul functioned not to secure the external obedience and con-

formity of individual communists to party decisions but rather to shape their internal 

dispositions (p. 295). 

The book’s substantive chapters trace the application of the hermeneutics of the 

soul at the grassroots level from the New Course Discussion of 1923-1924 through the 

aftermath of the Fifteenth Party Congress, when the United Opposition was defeated 

and opposition became demonized. In the aftermath of the New Course Discussion 

and during the party screening that followed in 1924, party officials and self-

disciplining student circles at the Leningrad Communist University attributed opposi-

tion either to the alienation of communists and students from the factory floor, or to 

their “petty-bourgeois” backgrounds. At this point, both at the center and at the grass 

roots, the prevailing view held most manifestations of opposition to be the product of 

personal flaws amenable to corrective action; opposition was medicalized. An atmos-

phere of relative leniency prevailed at the university, despite the rhetorical and organ-

izational battles that racked the Leningrad party organization before, during and after 

the Fourteenth Party Congress in December of 1925. According to Halfin, the emer-

gence of the United Opposition in 1926 initiated “the gradual transformation of the 

opposition from a group of mistaken and deluded but forgivable sorts to a threatening 

conspiracy bent on the downfall of the Bolshevik dictatorship” (p. 227). Recounting 

the animated struggle that engulfed the Tomsk Technological Institute in November 

1927, Halfin shows how critics of the Central Committee majority were driven – by 

their adherence to the same messianic Marxism that animated the majority – to violate 

an elemental rule of Bolshevik politics by seeking to involve non-party workers in in-

ternal party debates. With this step, which led to discussions of forming a new party 

that would truly embody the interests of the proletariat and the revolution, opposition-

ists were transformed from mistaken comrades into dangerous heretics in the eyes of 

orthodox party investigators’ eyes. Opposition meetings henceforward took on the 

character of “black masses,” the term Halfin employs to represent the concept of per-

verted and traitorous inversions of communist rituals. Consequently, dissenters were 

repressed with much greater malice; and the demonization of the opposition became 

complete (pp. 255-256). 

At the most general level, Intimate Enemies advances the argument that the nature 

of Russian communism was determined by the essentially theological character of 

Marxism as an emancipatory ideology. In that sense, it may be read fruitfully along-

side other studies that advocate treating Marxism as a secular religion, such as An-

drzej Walicki’s Marxism and the Leap to the Kingdom of Freedom: The Rise and Fall 

of the Communist Utopia. Walicki constructs his argument using the methods of tradi-

tional intellectual history. Halfin attempts to break new ground by demonstrating that 

Marxist eschatology not only shaped the views of party leaders and theoreticians, but 

also permeated the entire Soviet discursive universe. 

Nevertheless, as a history of the opposition, the book disappoints. Halfin is the first 

scholar since the collapse of the Soviet Union to undertake a major English-language 



Book Reviews/Книжные рецензии                                                                                            85 

study of the factional conflict that rent the Russian Communist Party during the New 

Economic Policy. Unfortunately, his linguistic analysis of the history of inner-party 

conflict in the 1920s does not yield anything fundamentally new. For example, the 

major milestones in Halfin’s history of communist discourse on opposition are famil-

iar to any reader versed in the classic studies of Russian communism produced in the 

1950s and 1960s. The ban on factions passed by the Tenth Party Congress, which del-

egitimized public dissent, remains the first crucial turning point; the formation and de-

feat of the United Opposition remains the last. Or to take another example, Halfin re-

peatedly insists that all Bolsheviks, whether dissenters or supporters of the Central 

Committee, shared a common conceptual universe and that as a result none of the 

successive opposition groups represented a real political alternative to the Stalinist 

faction. While many historians would agree with this conclusion, it is hardly a revela-

tion. 

Further, the most novel aspect of Halfin’s study is not persuasive, because it can be 

sustained only by ignoring the centrality of party discipline to Bolshevik politics. 

Democratic centralism, the Communist Party’s governing organizational doctrine, 

held that members were entitled to their own opinions but that they were obliged to 

publicly support party decisions once taken. The 1921 ban on factions made strict ad-

herence to this doctrine mandatory for every communist, and thereafter dissidents 

within the party were labeled “oppositionists,” first and foremost for violating this 

rule. The overriding significance of party discipline for Bolsheviks in the 1920s con-

tradicts Halfin’s notion of a communist “hermeneutics of the soul.” The doctrine of 

democratic centralism revolved around the very distinction that Foucault’s notion of 

pastoral power erases. The majority invoked party discipline not to probe the souls of 

dissidents, but to secure their outward conformity and obedience in order to cultivate a 

public image of unity. Further, if communist discourse was hegemonic, that is if it ef-

fectively determined the internal dispositions of party members, then party discipline 

would have been redundant.   

Intimate Enemies will be of interest primarily to specialists in Soviet Marxism or 

party politics and ideology during the New Economic Policy. The substantive chapters 

of the book are well-researched and the narrative is sufficiently detailed as to allow 

the informed reader to form alternative interpretations of the events described by the 

author. Others who are familiar with Halfin’s previous works and have found them 

instructive will find much to their liking here as well. Nevertheless, those uncon-

vinced by his prior studies and his insistence that the essentially theological character 

of Soviet Marxism can explain the outcome of the Russian Revolution will find little 

that is new in this stimulating, if ultimately unconvincing, book. 
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