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The Communist Road to Self-Enslavement
by Karl R. Popper

o theoretician contributed as much
to the downfall of communism -or
N
socialism -as did Friedrich August von

of Law, Legislation and Liberty, pub
lished between 1973 and 1979.3 W hen
he was 89, he published, supported by
Hayek. He did so nowhere more force W. W. Bartley, a most successful book,
fully than in his small book The Road The Fatal Conceit (1989).4 These books
to Serfdom, first published in 1944 , form an extraordinary series of scholar
when the end of the Second World War ly works that, at the same time, are ham
was in sight. 1 He followed it up with mer blow5 against totalitarianism. They
many excellent works-books as well contributed much to the fall of Khrush
as articles. The most important of these chev's Berlin Wall and of Stalin's Iron
were The Constitution of Liberty, pub Curtain.
lished in 1960,2 and the three volumes
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of the majority of intellectuals who
believed in a socialist future. The soci
ety was founded in Switzerland in 1947
on Mont Pelerin, on the southern shores
of Lake Geneva. I had the honor of
being invited by Hayek to be one of the
founder-members. Among the surviv
ing founders are Milton Friedman and
Aaron Director. This society still ex
ists; and for many years it has exerted
a considerable influence within the
ranks of the intellectuals, especially the
economists. Its first and perhaps great
est achievement was, I feel, to encour
age those who were fighting the then
overwhelming authority of John May
nard Keynes and his school. However,
not being an economist myself, I am
probably not competent to assess the
historical influence of the Mont Pelerin
Society. This is a task-I think an im
portant task-for future historians of
economic doctrines and economic pol
icies. Yet having been for many years a
member of the London School of Eco
nomics, I could experience the growing
undermining of leftist teaching which,
in the first few years after the war, had
been immensely powerful.
(Cont. on p. 10)

10

Self-Enslavement
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Justice demands that I point out that
· the movement, started by Hayek with
his book The Road to Serfdom, had an
important forerunner. I am alluding to
Hayek's teacher, Ludwig von Mises,
whom I first met early in 1935 in Vi
enna, owing to his interest in my first
book. 5 I met Hayek about six months
later in London. It was Mises who ad
vanced the first and fundamental mod
ern criticism of socialism: that modern
industry is based on a free market, and
that socialism, and especially "social
planning", was incompatible with a
free-market economy and consequently
bound to fail. ("Socialist planning" was
in those days the most thrilling new
slogan in intellectual circles.) This thesis
of Ludwig von Mises was, as everyone
can see today, of fundamental impor
tance. Hayek was convinced-perhaps
even converted; for he told me that
he, like myself, was once in the days of
his youth inclined towards socialism,
and if my memory does not deceive
me, he has said so somewhere in his
published works. It is well to remem
ber that Hayek was among the first to
take over this immensely important
thesis of Mises, that he greatly devel
oped it, and that he added to it a most
important second thesis-an answer to
the problem: what will happen if a
powerful government attempts to insti
tute a socialist economy, that is, "so
cialist planning"? The answer was: this
can be done only by force, by terror,
by political enslavement. This second
almost equally important thesis is, so
far as I know, due to Hayek; and just as
the earlier thesis of Ludwig von Mises
was at once accepted by Hayek, so
Hayek's thesis was almost at once ac
cepted by Mises.
I must say again that I am neither an
economist nor an historian of economic
doctrines: the historical remarks just
made may perhaps turn out not to be
correct when all the historical docu
ments, especially letters, have been ex
amined. However, it may be of interest
that things appeared this way to some
one who, though not an economist,
was not altogether an outsider.
Ludwig von Mises was, after Hayek,
of course the most important founder
member of the Mont Pelerin Society. I

was always very conscious of Mises'
absolutely fundamental contribution,
and I admired him greatly. I wish to
emphasize this point since both he and
I were aware of a strong opposition
between our views in the field of the
theory of knowledge and methodol
ogy. I think that Mises saw in me a
dangerous opponent-perhaps one who
had robbed him of the complete agree
ment of his greatest pupil, Hayek.
Mises' methodology was, to put it
briefly, subjectivist, and led him to
claim absolutely certain truth for the
principles of economic science. My
methodology was objectivist, and led
to the view that science is fallible and
grows by the method of self-criticism
and self-correction; or, to put it more
elaborately, by the method of conjec-

ture and attempted refutation. I re
spected Mises, who was much older,
far too much to begin a confrontation
with him. He often talked to me, but he
never went beyond allusions of dis
sent: he never really opened a discus
sion by direct criticism. Like myself, he
appreciated that there was some com
mon ground, and he knew that I had
accepted his most fundamental theo
rems and that I greatly admired him
for these. But he made it clear, by hints,
that I was a dangerous person-al
though I never criticized his views even
to Hayek; and I would even now not
wish to do so. However, I have by now
mentioned to several people the fact of
my disagreement, without entering into
critical arguments. So much about
those distant days.
An Empire Ruled by Lies
I now wish to go one step beyond
those days and to formulate the thesis

of this paper. It is this.
The demise of the Soviet Union can
be perhaps explained, in the last in
stance, by economic collapse due to
the absence of a free market; that is to
say, by what I have called the first th�
orem due to Mises. But I think that the
second theorem, the enslavement theo
rem due to Hayek, is even more impor
tant for understanding what has hap
pened- and is still happening-in the
former Soviet Empire. For this theorem
has a most important corollary or ap
pendix. It may be formulated as follows:
The road to serfdom leads to the
disappearance of free and rational dis
cussion; or, if you prefer, of the free
market in ideas. But this has the most
devastating effect on everybody, the
so-called leaders included. It leads to a
society in which empty verbiage rules
the day; verbiage consisting very largely
of lies issued by the leaders mainly for
no purpose other than self-confirmation
and self-glorification. But this marks
the end of their ability to think. They
themselves become the slaves of their
lies, like everybody else. It is also the
end of their ability to rule. They disap
pear, even as despots.
Of course, these are also, partly, mat
ters of individual personal talents. But
I suggest that they are mainly depen
dent upon the temporal length of the en
slavement. The acceptance of lies as
the universal intellectual currency drives
out truth-just as bad money drives
out good money.
Gorbachev was the first general sec
retary of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union to pay several personal
visits to the West. I think it improbable
that he understood much on his first or
second visit. But he liked his reception
and came again and again. And then
he noticed something. I do not mean
that the West was rich and that the U.S.
worker was vastly better off than the
Soviet worker. I mean that he noticed
that the Soviet Empire was "not a nor
mal country': as indeed he put it himself
when he said that he hoped to make
Soviet Russia "a normal country". He
somehow noticed, probably subcon
sciously, that his own empire was suf
fering from a kind of suppressed mental
disease; as indeed it was, together with
all its leaders. It was the rule of lies.
The loss of freedom through the con
stant fear of terror is, indeed, a terrible
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thing that deprives those who live un
der such circumstances of a part of their
humanity: of their intellectual respon
sibility and also of part of their moral
responsibility. First, they cannot pro
test where they should; then, they can
not help where they ought to help-not
even their friends. Under Stalin, this
affected everybody, even those highest
in the hierarchy. All realistic and genu
ine thinking, all non-lying thinking,· at
least within the hierarchy, concentrated
on personal survival. A picture of this
not a very open one-was painted in
Khrushchev's mammoth speech (re
leased by the U.S. Department of State
on June 4, 1956) ending with: "Long
live the victorious banner of our party
Leninism. (Tumultuous prolonged ap
plause ending in ovation. All rise.)"6
But as we all know, Khrushchev was
soon-not too soon-overthrown by
the party bureaucracy; and his depar
ture helped to accelerate the intellec
tual decline of the Communist Party
• hierarchy, within the Empire as well as
outside it. In spite of the compulsory
teaching of a highly complex Marxist
Leninist ideology, including a philoso
phy called "Dialectical Materialism", all
that remained of this theory was the
following historical dogma (I am quot
ing from Khrushchev Remembers): "The
liquidation of the capitalist system is
the crucial question in the development
of society." 7
Destroying Capitalism -and the World

Economists often describe our West
ern societies as "capitalist societies",
meaning by "capitalist" a society in
which people can freely buy and sell
houses, land, and shares; and, if they
like, can risk their savings on the stock
exchange. But they forget that the term
"capitalism" has become a popular term
through Marx and Marxism, and that
in the Marxist terminology it means
something else. In Marxian language
and theory, capitalism is a social sys
tem that enslaves all human beings by
holding them in its claws-not only
the workers but also the capitalists:
they all are forced by its mechanisms
to do, not what they want, but what
they must do, what they are compelled
to do. Capitalism is interpreted as an
economic mechanism that has the most
terrible and inescapable consequences:
increasing misery for the workers and

proletarianization for the majority of
the capitalists. In the struggle of com
petition, "one capitalist kills many oth
ers", writes Marx. Capital becomes
concentrated in very few hands-a few
very wealthy people are faced by a vast
mass of miserable starving proletari
ans. That is how Marx visualizes
capitalism.
Quite obviously, this "capitalism"
never existed. It was a delusion-no
more, no less. Yet indeed, such delu
sions have influenced humankind
throughout its history.
The great task of the Marxist party,
of Marxist policy, was to kill, or to
liquidate, this delusionary social sys
tem. Khrushchev got a chance to do it.
The chance was Andrei Sakharov's Big
Bomb.

garia. He writes in Khrushchev Remem
bers (1971.): "It was during my visit to
Bulgaria that I had the idea of install
ing missiles with nuclear warheads in
Cuba without letting the United States
find out that they were there until it
was too late to do anything about
them." 9 It was a mad idea. At the time
when he had to transport them back,
38 missiles had been delivered, each
equivalent to "several thousand" Hiro
shima bombs. Assume that "several"
means merely three: this would mean
114,000 Hiroshima bombs. Fortunately,
they were not yet ready. Khrushchev
says, of course: "When we put our bal
listic missiles into Cuba, we had no
desire to start a war!' I believe him: his
desire was not a war but the unex
pected delivery of 150,000 Hiroshima
bombs in one blow; for about 12 more
missiles and warheads were on the way.
He writes: "I don't think that America
had ever faced such a real threat of
destruction as at that moment!' 10
I agree. Indeed, it was the most dan
gerous threat to mankind in human his
tory so far. Khrushchev could have de
stroyed America with one blow. But in
spite of the deadly wounds received, the
U.S. rockets would have flown too; Rus
sia would have been destroyed also, and
the consequences, especially of the radia
tion, would have destroyed mankind.
But Khrushchev lost; and the United
States quite rightly armed. The race
was lost by the Soviet Union, and
Sheverdnadze showed the white flag.
In this situation, Hungary permitted
the exodus of the young East Germans.
Obviously, the situation made it im
possible for Gorbachev to interfere. So
came the East German collapse, and
everything else followed.
All this, because it was the task of
Marxism to liquidate a nonexistent cap
italist hell. One can well say that Marx
ism dropped into an intellectual black
hole-into an absolute zero of fiction.
We should take it as a warning of
what an ideology can achieve. Obvi
ously, the danger is not yet over. It will
need intellectual responsibility to see
us through.

Sakharov was then 39 years old, and
he had spent many years, and had had
several half-failures, on the construc
tion of a nuclear bomb which would
be far more powerful than any Ameri
can bomb. In the autumn of 1961 he
succeeded: a test of his big bomb was
positive. The bomb was, as he writes,
"several thousand times more powerful
than the bomb dropped on Hiroshima!' 8
Only consider what this means: Hiro
shima was before the bombing a city
of more than 340,000 ir.habitants. Does
"several thousand times more powerful"
mean that a densely built up district of
340 million or more could be devastated
by one bomb? Far more than there are
inhabitants in the United States? Prob
ably not: there are nowhere in the world
such districts. At any rate, any existing
densely built up district in the world
The Rule of Law
can be completely devastated by one
As
far
as
the republics of the former
such bomb.
It appears that, when Khrushchev Soviet Union are concerned, no amount
heard about the successful testing of of economic planning by the state (in
Sakharov's Big Bomb, he was in Bul- sofar as the state exists) can help. The
(Cont. on p. 12)
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Scholars Debate Post-Cold War Foreign Policy:
Global Democracy Crusade or Strategic Independence?
hould the U.S. government with he would confine U.S. intervention United States would act militarily only
draw from its worldwide military to Europe, East Asia, and the Persian when its vital security interests were
S
faced with a substantial, direct, and
commitments and pursue a course of Gulf area.
"global stability" or "strategic indepen
dence"? Or should it persist in its activ
ism on behalf of "American values"
despite the passing of the Cold War'?
That essentially was the choice at
issue at the Cato Institute's March 30
conference, "The New World Order and
Its Alternatives: America's Role in the
1990s." Organized by Cato's director of
foreign policy studies, Ted Galen Car
penter, the conference assembled 12
prominent foreign policy analysts who
advocated positions that ranged from
noninterventionism, to restrained uni
lateral government involvement, to "co
operative security" through the United
Nations, to a full-scale crusade to pro
mote democracy internationally.
On the first panel, "The Purposes of
U.S. Foreign Policy in the Post-Cold
War World:' Ben Wattenberg, a senior
fellow of the American Enterprise In
stitute, argued that it was proper for
U.S. policy to aim at making the world
hospitable to American values and
attacked those who would have the
government follow a nonintervention
ist policy. Kim R. Holmes, director
of foreign policy and defense studies
at the Heritage Foundation, proposed
a more restricted foreign activism to
protect American interests. He said

Self-Enslavement (Cont. from p. 11)
help they need is not to come from the
economists, not even from Hayek the
economist. It can only come from
Hayek the political philosopher.
No state can have the duty to build
up a working economic system. But
every state has the duty to build up a
rule of law. This we can learn from
Hayek. There was no rule of law in the
Soviet Union, and there still is no rule
of law: neither are there laws that are
acceptable and workable, nor accept
able judges; there are only traces of
party rule and of judges beholden to
the party. As long as that is the case,

In response to Wattenberg, Carpen
ter said government activism was not
required to promote American values.
He criticized a recent Pentagon plan
ning paper that he said assumes that
U.S. security is potentially threatened
everywhere and proposes that the
United States take on a "global polic
ing role." He called for a policy of "stra
tegic independence" under which the

Joseph S. Nye, Jr., of Harvard University argues
that economic power will be more important
than military power in the future. Richard
Rosecrance of UCLA and Cato Institute senior
fellow Christopher Layne listen.

immediate threat. He especially ob
jected to permanent alliances and "new
world order crusades." Leonard P.
Liggio, distinguished senior scholar at
the Institute for Humane Studies, warned
that the nation's economic crisis, fu
eled in part by expensive foreign activ
ism and the consequent burdens on
commerce, is fomenting a political cri
sis that could culminate in a public
demand for fundamental constitutional
change. He said that before that hap
pens he hopes there will be a renewed
commitment to the Founding Fathers'
republican values, which included free
trade and a noninterventionist secu
rity strategy.
During the second panel, on Presi
dent Bush's "New World Order," Chris
topher Layne, Cato senior fellow in
foreign policy studies, and Earl C.
Ravena! of Georgetown University ar
gued that the United States will not
remain the sole superpower. Ravena!
said that "the age of superpowers" will
be replaced by an age of multiple re
gional powers and conflicts that don't
threaten the United States. Their re
marks clashed with those of Joseph S.
Nye, Jr., of Harvard University and
Richard Rosecrance of UCLA, who favor
government activism abroad, though
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