Stalin and the Blue Elephant: Paranoia and Complicity in Post-Communist Metahistories
CAROLINE HUMPHREY
This essay draws attention to the hauntingly allegorical character of certain responses to Communist repression. I analyze contemporary in​terpretations given to ancient stories by Buddhists in Russia and China, at​tempting, first, to understand this elliptical mode of explaining the recent past and, then, to situate this idiom in the context of other kinds of response now being revealed in the post-Soviet literature. At issue is the nature of re​sponsibility for the campaigns of terror, in particular the devastation of the Buddhist church in Russia in the 19305. Stalin, for example, is said by Buryat villagers to have been the reincarnation of the Blue Elephant, which, accord​ing to legend, lived in ancient times in India. The Blue Elephant labored all its life to build a great Buddhist pagoda, but, when its efforts were ignored by the high lama, it flew into a rage and committed a sin—it vowed to de​stroy Buddhism three times in its future rebirths. Stalin, people now say, was the third and last of these reincarnations, and, therefore, he was des​tined by a fate beyond his control to unleash terrible events. I examine dis​cussions around such stories to suggest that, having been caught up in the seemingly objective and transparent, yet deeply irrational, accounts of the Party-state, the narrators do not (at any rate at present) confront actions in which they were both perpetrators and victims "marter-of-factly." Rather, they reproblematize through metaphor and allegory the issue of what it is to be an actor in history understood metahistorically.
It will be argued that, having been a particular target of the Stalinist per​vasive discourse of suspicion and punishment—in other words, having been the object of paranoia in the common sense of the word—some Buryat Bud​dhists today are creating what can be seen as paranoic narratives of their own to explain the repressions. For the Buryat case, the term paranoia will be used, not in the everyday sense of being "pathological" or "malign," but as an analytical description for a particular kind of narrative, one of displace​ment, in which the actions attributed to an Other (in this case Stalin) are in some way "about" oneself. I argue that the reincarnation stories in some ways metaphorically mirror the paranoid discourse generated by Stalinism but that they also fundamentally challenge it by pointing up the crucial ethi​cal issue erased by Socialist metahistory, the problem of individual account​ability. These narratives are, I suggest, at some level "about" complicity and guilt, and the discussions that they evoke even perhaps reveal an uneasy iden​tification with Stalin.
Why should such elliptical explanations appear, and why today in post-Soviet times, when one might have expected a more straightforward "telling the truth about Stalinism" to come to the fore? Later in the essay I discuss this question by contrasting the way in which Buryats and Mongols in Russia and China interpret the repressions with the far more open kinds of argu​ment about the same fatal period now going on in the independent coun​try of Mongolia. In both cases, there is a response to the Socialist-era dis​course about the "objective," and thus "transparent," nature of history. It is the configurations of contemporary political landscapes that make the dif​ference, for, in provincial Russia and China, the subject positions of Buryats and Mongols are still subordinated within political structures that close off space for open public discussion.
Any ethnic group may be conceived as having a repertoire of oral and written genres to which people may have recourse. The post-Soviet litera​ture has already brought to our attention those genres in particular that seem "private," that appear to reveal people's inner thoughts and true under​standings of painful times. There are, for example, the oral litanies and la​ments of Russians described by Nancy Ries (1997), the diaries of Russians and Ukrainians documented by Garros, Korenevskaya, and Lahusen (1995) and by Hellbeck (2,000), or the biographical narratives of Latvians told to Skultans (1998). In their own ways, each of these genres implies a certain disposition of thoughts and experiences, characteristic revelations, conceal​ments and lacunae, and references to other possible modes of expression.
If post-Socialist research has only fairly recently drawn attention to the
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implications of there being different modes of articulation of memory, there is a literature in anthropology and history that has explored this issue (Guha 1988; Connerton 1989; Lass 1994; Daniel 1996). The general tendency here has been to examine shifts between intimate (even unspoken) recollections and more public and "distanced" accounts. In such a construction of the problem, "distancing" appears as the effect of a variety of shifts away from individual subjectivity, for example, from the embodiment of pain to its ar​ticulation in speech, from oral to later written accounts, or from scrappy idiosyncratic discussions of events to their historicization and rationalization by intellectuals. In this way, what is individual appears as the more "close" and more "genuine."
Yet, to name but two writers, Das (1995), leaning on Koselleck (1985), and Skultans (1998) have in different ways challenged the assumption that ex​periential intensity necessarily implicates only "the individual." In Das (1995: 194), the institutions of society appropriate not only the body of the victim but also her silences and her speech, such that even physical pain cannot be treated as a purely private experience. In Skultans (1998: £2-2.5), intimate recollections of repression are frequently shaped in reference to themes from Latvian literature and cultural archetypes.1
It seems to me that the Buryat reincarnation narratives also suggest that there may be a shared or collective character to the experience of violent repression. And, unlike in a discourse that insists on direct personal experi​ence as the only grounds for what is "really true," here the truth value is held to rest in the way the character of human action (in the abstract, under​stood philosophically) can be inferred from didactic legends. The issue of individual accountability thus appears as a matter of principle, of concern to Buddhist society at large. Distancing in this case occurs, not so much through a shift from the singular to the general or public, but from trans​ferring shared, almost unspoken experience onto the template of a cultural narrative that mirrors the dilemma of this experience. In fact, even such nar​ratives, like the particular variant of the Blue Elephant story used to explain Stalin, have never reached the wider public sphere. Political interpretations are discussed only in the most confidential circumstances, and I am sure that, as a foreign anthropologist, I would not have heard of them were it not that they were revealed to my Inner Mongolian graduate student when he de​scribed to Russian Buryats similar reincarnation accounts in China.2
Absolutely nonmodern in feel, these stories are instructive of values simi-lar to those in the Jataka tales of ancient India (indeed, elaborate versions of them circulate like the Jataka stories as sacred texts among lamas). Ordi-
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nary Buryat believers have not only come to revere the parts of the (textually much longer) stories that they know but also made them their secret com​panions—secret if only for the reason that the truth that they conceal might well be stigmatized in the context of Russian and Chinese modernity. It is the choice of such means for talking about the terrible events of recent history that I attempt to explain in terms of paranoic discourse.
Accounting for Purges
With the publication of Arch Getty's and Oleg Nauman's excellent The Road to Terror (1999), based on archives of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party, we at last have access to the ways of thinking of the ar​chitects of the purges. For most Party members, the Stalinist discourse of the victory of the proletariat was simply a self-apparent, political "univer​sal truth" (Getty and Nauman 1999:19). It rested on a Marxist philosophy of "objective stages of development," similar to the "laws" of material na​ture, resurrected by Stalin after the more opportunist strategy of Lenin.3 The very term cbistka (cleansing or purge) evokes the climate of infallible right-mindedness in which retrograde social forms were simply to be got rid of.
Yet their belief in the inevitability of success in the struggle against class enemies did not convince the Stalinists that they need not be afraid: "This was a political system in which even Politburo members carried revolvers. Recalling in the 19305 their formative experiences in the civil war, the Stalin​ists always believed themselves figuratively surrounded, constantly at war with powerful and conniving opponents." Collectively, these people were frightened of their surroundings: "Most of them were as afraid of political and social groups below them as of authorities on high" (Getty and Nauman 1999: 16). The dynamics of shifting alignments between Stalin at the sum​mit, other Party circles, and the Party rank and file had the effect that the discourse and processes of terror reached everyone, right down into the most obscure of provinces. As Zizek points out (1999: 44), the fact that Stalinist irrationality pervaded the entire social body differentiated it from Nazism, which was "condensed" in anti-Semitism. If the Nazi investigators of non-Jews continued to look for proof of actual activity against the regime, the Stalinists were engaged in evident fabrications, invented plots, and so on— in other words, they generated paranoid accounts in the everyday sense of the word.
Buryats and other Asian peoples of Russia were as knitted into this situa​tion as any Soviet citizens; and perhaps, as described later, they were en-
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trapped even more than most in the duality of "historically necessary" yet ar​bitrary onslaughts. Only in the last few years have they begun to talk publicly about such matters, which they still call "closed themes" (zakrytiye temy). The particular genre discussed here erects its own explanatory metahistory (of reincarnation) as a counter to that of the earlier Party-state. Yet the two accounts are connected in that one, the Stalinist metahistory, has been a trig​ger for the reinterpretation of the other. The important point is that the dis​placement effected in the local narratives points to a tragic quandary at the heart of Communism, one that is entirely absent from the "transparent" So​cialist discourse itself. In this sense, the stories undermine the assumptions of all official rationalities, even those of post-Socialist times, which continue to use expressions like mistakes and excesses. The reincarnation narratives work, not by opposing local realism to a political ideology full of symbolism, but by erecting their own cross-cutting, even more fantastic accounts. Yet these stories are in a sense true to lived experience in that, unlike the public discourse, they disclose the social predicament of personal accountability.
Recasting the great Communist leaders as "reincarnations" (xubilgan)4 of legendary figures from ancient times, such accounts employ the metahistory of the destined rise and fall of time epochs (Sanskrit kalpa, Mongolian galab], within which, amid the constant cycle of rebirths, certain enlightened souls are incarnated in "lines" of exceptional people. The shift of such a religious discourse, mostly Buddhist in source, onto great secular leaders reveals to us a popular problematizing of political action. For in this contemporary genre it is the ethical weight of the acts (iiilin ur, "the fruits of sin, karma") of previ​ous lives that ultimately determines actions in the present one. As the people put it, there is a cause (sbaltgaan] lying in ancient times that compels the leader to act the way he does. Thus, in effect, to say that a political leader is "really" the reincarnation of someone else is to raise the issue of the relation between personal intention and the metahistorical inevitability of an act.
With a quite different content, we can yet see that exactly this is also an unacknowledged quandary at the heart of the Stalinist project, as revealed in the trials of purged people. The "objective laws" of Marxist history pro​posed a necessary progress of stages, in which the proletarian revolution suc​ceeded the democratic bourgeois one by virtue of eliminating all elements of the old society (aristocrats, priests, landowners, and so forth). From the mid-i93os on, when this transformation of society had already to all intents and purposes been accomplished, the continued invocation of the metahis​torical laws became an elevation of the plane of "what must happen" above any mundane factuality and also, crucially, beyond the personal intentions
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of actors. This is why the trials could employ ludicrous charges and dismiss detailed counterevidence while simultaneously blotting out the very validity of subjective motivation. As Zizek writes in his illuminating discussion of the analogy between the Communist construct and the Christian notion of "objective" salvation:
Do we not encounter another version of this same objectivisation in the Stalinist show trial? I can be subjectively honest, but if I am not touched by the Grace of the insight into the necessity of Communism, all my ethical integrity will make me no more than an honest, petty-bourgeois humanitarian opposed to the Communist cause, and in spite of my sub​jective honesty, I will remain forever "objectively guilty." These para​doxes cannot be dismissed as the simple machinations of the "totalitar​ian" power—they harbour a genuine tragic dimension overlooked by the standard liberal diatribes against "totalitarianism." (Zizek 1999: 30}
In this situation, Bukharin's emotional pleas at his trial that he was person​ally devoted to Stalin and was prepared to die for the cause could provoke only an uncanny laughter or shouted insults. The "properly perverse" atti​tude was to adopt the position of a pure instrument: "It's not me who is effec​tively doing it, I am merely the instrument of the higher historical necessity" (Zizek 1999: 30-31).
By an analogous displacement of the meaning of action—being both caused "previously" and seen as necessary in the broad religious diapason of time epochs—the idea of reincarnation has something of the same structure and erects a similar tragic impasse for individuals. Yet at the same time it proposes an utterly different central value to that of Communism—an ethics of dispassionate benevolence toward all living beings as opposed to ruth​less devotion to winning the class struggle—and a quite different ontology of power. I shall, therefore, argue that the relation between reincarnation nar​ratives and Communist metahistories is one of metaphor (or allegory), not one of mimicry, and that this distinction enables us to explore an important difference between Communist/post-Communist and colonial/postcolonial subjecthood. However, before moving on to this point, let me describe the wider context of the reincarnation stories.
Mongols living in China share the idiom of interpreting important po​litical leaders as reincarnations. It is secretly said, for example, that Yuan Shikai, Mao Zedong, Jiang Jieshi, Jiang Qing, Liu Shaoqi, Hua Guofeng, and Hu Yaobang were all rebirths of legendary animals appearing in the tale Journey to the West,5 which has enormous popularity in storybooks, comics,
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block prints, and television serials. The Blue Elephant story (in Inner Mon​golia usually known as the Blue Bull}6 also circulates and likewise is used as an allegory for talking about the actions of recent leaders. For example, in the Jirim region, where almost all the Buddhist monasteries were destroyed immediately after the Communist takeover, it is the Blue Bull that appears as fated to accomplish this annihilation of religion. Here, interestingly, joint re​sponsibility makes its appearance, for Mao is said to have been reincarnated as the head of the bull, Liu Shaoqi as its chest, and Ulaanhuii (the Mongolian Communist leader during the 1950s and 1960s) as its buttocks.
We should note that, in all these interpretations, whether in Russia or China, it is the great leaders who figure. The identification of Stalin as the Blue Elephant is, I suggest, not simply "a case"; rather, it should be seen as more thoroughly exemplary, as an icon of the problem of personal ac​countability. I have argued elsewhere (Humphrey 1997) that the exemplar is particularly salient as a mode of moral discourse in Sino-Mongolian cul​tures. Comparison of this cultural construction with the different ways in which Russians have conceptualized political leaders (Tumarkin 1983; Ver-dery 1999; Davies 2000: 50-51) would be a fruitful topic of further research. Suffice it to say here that, in the Mongolian variant, the leader-exemplar fig​ures as the template for a pattern that the ordinary subject may, and, indeed, should, attempt to follow in herself.
The cognitive shock of hearing that Yuan Shikai, say, was the reincarna​tion of a turtle7 is only strange and funny to an outsider, for, in these regions, in both cities and villages, the idiom of rebirth is prevalent in everyday life. Exceptional people all around are frequently said to "be" (or to have the souls of) previous beings, usually of deceased relatives. At the same time, there is an expectancy in the air that certain mighty historical figures like Chinggis Khan might be reborn, even in a neighborhood child. The reincar​nation idea is not limited to Asian figures. Buryats say that, "because he is a friend of the Dalai Lama and Buddhism," Bill Clinton is a reincarnation of the Giinchin Lama of Lhabrang Monastery in Gansu Province of China,8 and several high Tibetan and Mongolian lamas are said to have been reborn as Russians. Nor is the idiom limited to Buddhist originals, for Kalmyks also said (at least they did in the early to mid-1990s [Stroganova 1999]) that the contemporary Kalmyk president, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov, is the reincarnation of the warrior hero from the epic Janggar.
Of course, such ideas would be contested by those of a sternly atheist cast of mind. But, in the 19905, the deflation of the Communist hegemonic dis​course threw the certainty of atheism into question. Now, if we think of Rus-
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sia as a whole, there is what one might call a crisis of representational over​abundance, a plethora of possible explanations of the past, some of which are borrowed from "Western accounts. In the distant Inner Asian provinces, however, a persisting cautiousness and epistemological unfamiliarity limit access to boldly debunking or liberal-analytical critiques. Instead, there is a kind of historiographical involution, a recourse to interpretations that make sense from a stance of subjective rumination, and this links the specific, long-silenced experientiality of the "great acts of terror" to customary sayings about the underlying causality of strange eventualities in everyday life. In short, the observations about reincarnations are the product of one kind of conviction about the nature of human life in time in these cultures. Reincar​nation idioms have been employed for centuries in this region. But I shall argue that the contemporary stories, emerging out of the context of the heavy omnipresence of Communist dogmatic history, bring to the fore the element of personal responsibility by reconfiguring political power as predestined yet the outcome of ethically judged action. This is quite different, as discussed at the end of this essay, from the way in which the reincarnation idiom was used in earlier periods, when it was a means of magical reinforcement of cultural types of leadership.
An analysis in the conventional terms of resistance would be misplaced. For, here, the reincarnation idea acts precisely to affirm a kind of identifica​tion or empathy of ordinary Soviet citizen-perpetrators with Stalin and other leaders, stemming, I shall suggest, from their own complicity in terrible acts. This identification is, therefore, different from the "mimicry" discussed by Bhabha (1997) in the colonial situation. Bhabha (1997:155) sees mimicry as a relation with an Other, as the repetition of partial presence, that articu​lates disturbances of cultural, racial, and historical difference that menace the narcissistic demand of colonial authority. His argument is complex but concludes, citing Lacan, that mimicry is essentially rnetonymic. Crossing the boundaries of the culture of enunciation, it produces, like camouflage, "a dif​ference that is almost the same but not quite" (1997:157). In our case, I argue, the Buryats are not engaged in mimicry of an authoritative Other. Rather, even if they differentiate themselves ethnically from Russians, they neverthe​less see themselves as having been fully integrated in the Soviet order, that is, as engaged (complicit) in the practice of authority, both as subjects and as objects. Their narratives are, therefore, metaphoric rather than rnetonymic, in the sense that they reproduce in their own images the psychology of re​pression/silence and substitution found also in the Stalinist master narrative. To analyze this situation, I extract from psychoanalytical theory a particular
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version of the term paranoia in order to explore the dimension of the com​pulsive, enclosed quality of these narratives, both those of the Communist states themselves and those of the people living in their shadow.
Metahistory and Paranoia
The initial inspiration for using the terms metahistory and paranoia came from the volume edited by George Marcus, Paranoia within Reason (1999), which explores the plausibility of paranoid narratives in diverse sites in the post-Cold War world. Metahistory, taken from Hayden White (1973), seems a useful concept for a Communist/post-Communist environment in which Marxist ideologies themselves have taken the form of teleological philoso​phies of history. Marcus (1999: 4) sees a parallel between the situation today and that at the end of the nineteenth century discussed by Hayden White. That period, to paraphrase, was a time of a surfeit of descriptions and diag​noses of social change; there were numerous equally comprehensive and plausible yet apparently mutually exclusive conceptions of the same events.9 It is the situation of diagnostic oversaturation, together with the collapse of the Cold War certainties, that provides the global context for what Marcus calls a contemporary "paranoid style," ranging from extreme responses to the professionalized rhetorics of "paranoia within reason" (1999: 8).
To explain the Buryat narratives, however, we need to construct a more specific notion of paranoia operating at a social level than that found in Marcus's (1999) introduction or in Stewart and Harding's (1999) discussion of the literature on contemporary apocalypsis and millennialism. These au​thors use paranoia as a style and thereby direct attention to idioms of risk, trauma, catastrophe, victimization, surveillance, etc. prevalent in everyday discourses in our time. But such a blanket, aesthetic approach blots out both the creating subject and its particular experiential context. Anthro​pology also needs a concept of paranoia capable of penetrating the worlds of exceptional political terrorization. To this end, I return to Freud and the post-Freudian literature. This is not to repeat the mistake of viewing a so​cially generated narrative as a collective version of an individual neurosis (cf. Weiner 1999: 2.52.); rather, it is to abstract out certain features of the paranoid complex in order to generate a concept that can work for an individual and in a shared way between people.10 I leave aside, therefore, Freud's specula​tions on the causes of paranoic neuroses arising within clinical life histories, for example, that paranoia is a regression, a fixation at the stage of narcis​sism, and often a symptom of repressed homosexuality (Freud 1979: 206-
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n). The focus here is, rather, on the features of paranoid thinking gener​ated by subjects, in particular (especially political) contexts, and I suggest that three interlinked features are most important: the displacement onto the mental life of other people of "robbed" experience that is nevertheless sub​consciously still present; the creation of a closed world of explanation of real people and events; and the sense of being tied up in an inexorable, externally determined process in which the future is preset.
Let me explain further. Freud notes that the paranoic's apprehension that what other people do is full of significance and interpretable11 is in a sense justified, for the paranoic recognizes something that escapes normal people; he sees more clearly, but the displacement onto other people of a state of af​fairs really concerning himself renders this knowledge useless. In this kind of misrecognition, the paranoic is like the superstitious person. To explain this, Freud writes that he himself believes in the reality of external change and accident but not in the idea of internal, mental accidents, whereas, with the superstitious person, it is the other way around: he projects outward onto others meanings that I (Freud) look for within. The meaning of, for ex​ample, omens to the superstitious person corresponds to what is for Freud unconscious, but "the compulsion not to let chance count as chance, but to interpret it, is common to both of us" (Freud [1901] 1960: 2.57-58). If the superstitious person is one who does not understand the motivation of his own actions and reallocates it to the external world in terms of events rather than thoughts, with the paranoic this projection onto the external world amounts to the construction of a predetermined supernatural reality (Freud [1901] 1960: 2.58-59; see also the discussion of the case of Schreber in Freud [1979]). The task of psychoanalysis is to change this external reality back into a psychology of the unconscious. John Forrester therefore likens psychoanalysis to the undoing of a Laplacean determinism (the view that, given knowledge of initial conditions, the entire history of a system can be predicted, both forward and backward). It tries to undo identifications and "unwrite the future which the neurotic patient lives as already written, struc​tured by the words and deeds of those he or she has identified with, whether they be those of mother, father, Marilyn Monroe, or Sigrnund Freud" (For​rester 1990: 95).
To summarize, the features of paranoic thought that I identify here are the displacement onto other people and external events of internally generated, unconscious quandaries, the creation thereby of a "slanted" or supernatural reality, the view that this reality is determined and does not occur by chance, and, therefore, the view that this reality can and must be interpreted. The
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paranoic projections and identifications are closed, that is, resistant to un​raveling, in that they rest on a sense of conviction, and this, Freud writes, is because there is in fact a certain truth to them. From a psychoanalytical point of view, the conviction is justified in that there is a psychological origin of the idea that nothing is done by chance, and the paranoid subject then extends this outward to the rest of the context (Freud [1901] 1960: £56).
In the sociopolitical context we are considering here, I suggest, for people whose traumatic reality has been "stolen" by its unspeakableness in the hege​monic discourse of the Party-state, it is that unsymbolized experience that is nevertheless productive of the sense of conviction to which Freud refers, even while people's cultural narratives "displace" explanation into mythic and paradigmatic accounts.
Subjects of Repression
The reaction of Inner Asian people—"It is not by chance that we have been persecuted"—is a denial of the actual random quality of the purges when they reached their apogee in 1937. As Getty and Nauman (1999: 471-80) document, the strictly secret nkvd (Interior Ministry) operational order of 30 July 1937 prescribed the summary execution of more than 72,000 people under the blanket charge of being "anti-Soviet elements" and gave numerical quotas for each region of the country. The Buryat ASSR was to sentence 1,850 people under this order as well as carrying out punishments of certain cate​gories of their families. There was a surreal dissonance between this secret order and the public proclamation of the new constitution, adopted a year earlier in 1936, which had proposed contested elections and the enfranchise​ment of the entire population, including the very "anti-Soviet" categories like former White officers or kulaks now being hastily killed. "The same day that the press published the regulations on the upcoming contested elections, Stalin sent a telegram to all party organizations calling for mass executions" (Getty and Nauman 1999: 469).
But, if in reality they were attacked on the same arbitrary basis as every​one else, the Buryats and other Inner Asian peoples could still feel specially singled out because there were threads in the public master discourse that "justified" special measures in their case. One such rationale concerned fron​tiers. This was a lateral, geographical imaginary, later elaborated during the Cold War as "spheres of interest," "domino effects," and so forth, but its first and most intense image was that of the virtuous enclosed society, beyond which lay enemies liable to infiltrate or entice. Both the Buryats in Russia
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and the Mongols in China fell victim to this image, as they live in designated border zones that were subject to special and strict restrictions throughout the Socialist period (in China, some of the restrictions are still in place). These peoples were suspected of disloyal cross-border links, of having "pan-Mongolian" sympathies, of being spies for the Japanese in the Manchukuo period—indeed, of having relations with one another.
From this, we can perceive another dimension of mistrust, "nationalism" stemming from ethnic difference from the dominant populations of Rus​sians in the Soviet Union and Han in China. True, the ethnic dimension was slightly .differently structured in the two countries: in China, it was framed as a relation between a majority and "minorities." Government policies in the twentieth century have struggled to reconcile the principles of empire {multi​plicity) and nation-state (oneness) exemplified in the phrase minzu tuanje, which means both "unity of all nationalities" and "national unity" (Bulag 2.002,). In the Soviet Union, diverse ethnicities were recognized as equally legitimate subjects, but they were hierarchicized administratively, and the explicit goal was for differences gradually to be erased with development toward the higher common plateau of the Soviet people (Sovetskii narod). In both countries, government structures expressed ways of handling, not only difference, but also developmental progress, as a process of radical modern​ization.
For peoples like the Buryats and the Mongols, the onslaught of the dis​courses of ethnic otherness and frontier disloyalty was undergirded by yet another, and equally disabling, element in the metahistory, that of their igno​rance and superstitiousness, placing them and other peoples in earlier stages of social development. The master account of enlightenment and science, building a Marxist determinism onto earlier Russian ideas, not only was put into practice (universal education, including for adults, accompanied by the execution, imprisonment, exile, and intimidation of "backward" Buddhist lamas and shamans), but also appeared as an imaginative projection, lasting until the very end of the Soviet era in the late 19805, in which religion fig​ured as a lurking and dangerous subversion belonging to a past era. Thus, the metahistory of Socialist progress was imbued with a paranoic chiaroscuro, for only the future was "bright," whereas the past and its primitive recesses were shadowy and "dark" (in Russian, the phrase temnyye lyudy, lit. "dark people," meant also the blemished, shady, suspicious, ignorant, benighted people). Such people could not be in the vanguard of the Revolution.
The intersection of these "reasons," sometimes together and sometimes separately, and interwoven with the irrationality of numerical quotas, im-
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pelled harsh government actions against the Buryats and Mongols. They in​cluded the destruction of Buddhism in both countries, the relocation of com​munities, the purging of almost the entire Buryat Party leadership in 1937, the administrative cutting up and isolating of Buryat and Mongol popula​tions, the physical elimination of around a quarter of Buryat intellectuals in the 15)30$ and 19405, and the genocidal violence against Mongolians in China during the Cultural Revolution. The trauma of these punishments was doubly repressed—by the harsh, public, yet surreal certainty of the Party-state orders that people did get to hear about and by the silence surrounding the secret orders that left victims guessing why they had been singled out. At the same time, all public information and education was, not just strictly censored, but maintained in a limited, standardized, and quasi-ritualized lan​guage. The proscribing and prescribing of terminology and phraseology (for China, see Schoenhals [1992.]; for the Soviet Union, see Yurchak [in press]) admitted of no extraneous, spontaneous elements—as in the characteristic closure of the paranoid narrative. If they were not to be taken at face value, public texts could be read only "between the lines" (Humphrey 1994). It is in this context that we can say the victims were "robbed" and disabled of speech. Accused people became at their trials discursively "Other," likened to "loathsome reptiles and repulsive filth."12 The obsessive focus of the in​vestigations—on details of whom the accused had met, a word that they had spoken—served to elaborate the fabrications of "the Japanese spy" or "the pan-Mongolian sympathizer," yet, at the same time, these details pointed, like symptoms, to a hidden content in Communism itself.
What I have tried to do in this section from a theoretical point of view is to point to the relatedness of what are often seen as distinct analytical concerns: the structure of the Communist administrative-territorial regimes; the appreciation that state historiography is a political force (on Foucault's lectures on state racism, see Stoler [1995: 62,]); and the creation of experien​tial subject positions within empires and nation-states. Substantively, I have sketched out various sociopolitical dimensions combining to delineate a par​ticular locus of regime-manufactured victimhood, a state that was denied public expression until recently. It is in the overall context of continued fear above all, but also of textual interpretation ("reading beyond"), common to the experience of all Soviet citizens even in recent times, that we must under​stand the stories of reincarnation.
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Ethnography of the Reincarnation Narratives
The following story was told on several occasions in Buryatia in I999-13 These were private conversations in people's homes, using the Buryat lan​guage.14 It was during discussions of national history that the story came up. Buryats in general are now actively reconfirming their adherence to religions of various kinds. They are rebuilding temples and monasteries, receiving Tibetan lamas, and sending students to study the religion in Mongolia and India, and, in this situation, many people identify strongly with Buddhism, seeing attacks on it as onslaughts on their own culture.15
In India in ancient times there was a rich patron who had a Blue Ele​phant. He decided on the meritorious act of using his elephant to build a great temple-pagoda, the Jarang Hashir. Years went by, during which the temple was slowly constructed. The elephant spent so much energy that all his inner organs became visible through his skin. Because he used so much energy to good purpose, the elephant worked off all his previous sins; he became enlightened and could understand human words and minds. At last the high lama arrived to consecrate ("en​liven," rabnaila-} the pagoda, and at this time he gave a blessing to all the people who contributed to its construction. Many people gathered together and listened to the blessing from the high larna. The patron got the best blessing of all. The Blue Elephant was standing there listen​ing and thinking: "What kind of blessing will he give to me?" But the people had forgotten; the lama forgot, and he was not mentioned. The elephant gored the earth three times with a terrible roaring sound. And then he died. Then the high lama realized that the elephant had made a wrong vow (boroo yorool talbijee)*6 and he spoke it aloud as follows: "Because you have forgotten about me, I will destroy your Buddhism three times in my next births." So the lama pointed to the master of the elephant and said, "Now you also should make a vow, and it should say, 'I will kill you three times when you try to destroy Buddhism three times.'" The master agreed. We do not know about the first destruction; the second rebirth of the elephant was Langdarma, the king of Tibet who persecuted Buddhists, and the third was Stalin. The reincarnation of the patron was called Lhalung-baldorji.
Explaining this story, people say that it was predestined both that Stalin should hate Buddhism and that he had the power to destroy it. The execution of the will of the Blue Elephant had to happen because "even the Buddha and
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the deities" could not stop the working out of results of karmic action. Inter​estingly, the virtuous patron's rebirth to defend Buddhism is now entirely forgotten. The entire focus is on the tragic fate of the Blue Elephant.
The story is inserted in a wider metahistory. According to this, Stalin's "damaging" of Buddhism will not be repeated.17 Throughout the Mongol-speaking world, there is an accepted vision of the future: from now on, no power will hurt Buddhism again until the end of Shakyamuni Buddha's kalpa (epoch). Buddhism will continue in its present state, not so prosper​ous, but at least not completely annihilated, until the advent of the religious war against infidels called Shambalyn Dain,18 which will happen about 250 years from now. After twelve years of war, the religion will flourish in the whole world for five hundred years, and then it will decline for another three hundred years. People will gradually lose their faith. Thus, Buddhism will disappear after eight hundred years until the new epoch of the next buddha, Maitreya, starts.
Stalin is, thus, embedded in a vast, yet precisely delineated, metahistory. He acquires his own characteristics within this rationale. Buryats say he was one of the most powerful military and political leaders that the world has ever seen, and he achieved this pinnacle of power because he had accumu​lated great merit during his previous birth when he was the Blue Elephant. It is interesting that Stalin is referred to as Stalin Bagshi (Stalin Teacher), a term that simultaneously alludes to the Soviet representation of Stalin as Leader and Teacher and to the Mongolian connotations of bagshi as "exemplary teacher" or "guru." People say that, although Stalin damaged Buddhism as a result of making a "wrong" vow when he was distressed and offended (gom-dood), at some deeper level he was also fond of Buddhism because in his pre​vious birth (as the Blue Elephant) he had respected it and spent his whole life serving it. This is why Stalin gave permission for two monasteries to be re​opened in the 19405, and it also means that Stalin, as the Blue Elephant, was satisfied with the partial realization of his vow. In this whole explanation, Stalin as a historical individual, as the Communist leader executing inten​tional policy, is generally not conceptualized at all. Instead, he appears like a phantom of destiny, fated to destroy what he "really" loved.
Let us consider this further. Buddhist ethics in general does allow for the reversal of previous negative karmic determination by means of compensat​ing good action. In the Mongolian view, this can happen with a revelatory change of heart, the advent of enlightened compassion (bodi setgel) in the individual, perhaps through meditation or the wise counsel of a guru. But the message of the Blue Elephant story is that this did not happen to Stalin.
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In discussions around this theme, we can begin to see evidence of an uncon​scious displacement onto Stalin of people's own feelings of religious guilt. Some people in Alhana village, for example, picked up on the fact that Stalin had briefly studied at an Orthodox Christian seminary early in his life and claimed that this showed he was truly a religious person. His attack on Bud​dhism happened despite himself because he was the reincarnation of the Blue Elephant and was subject to the karma of ancient times. The attack was suc​cessful, they continued, because our Buryat people were due for persecution, and this was because of the accumulation of bad karma that had built up among them over a long time (zonal uiliin ur}. The attacks of the previous two reincarnations of the Blue Elephant had not succeeded in damaging Bud​dhism because, in those times, the merit of the people was high. The Stalinist period, on the other hand, was a "living hell" (amidu-yin tamu], and such times occur when the sinful action of the people in general is very heavy.
The Present Political Context
Some readers might react by thinking that such a narrative is simply a stra​tegic Buddhist interpretation of history, a prudent retreat into myth, entirely "reasonable" in the circumstances. Statements by some Buryats give a cer​tain support to such an interpretation. For example, one man in his thirties said to me:
You might think that there are just a few people left from those times, the veterans of the Great Patriotic War, whom we all regard as heroes. But . . . you avoid thinking about what they really did. And, in fact, there are also the thousands and thousands of police and informers and camp guards. They are still living next-door. They think what they did is right, I suppose. That is why no one blames anyone [nikto nikogo ne osuzhdaet]. That is why no publicity is given to lists of the repressed here. People still do not talk about the "closed themes." It comes from fear of punishment \strakh nakazaniya}. I think that is a good feeling. Why good? Because maybe nothing has changed very much [malo chto izmenilos'].
The pervasive social practices and institutions of Stalinism (accusations, secret denunciations, "criticism," dossiers on individuals} lasted long after Stalin's death and well into the experience of anyone but the very young today. The very fact that control waxed and waned, with periods of open​ness being followed by renewed prosecutions, has made people constantly
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wary. As this man continued, "You could say something when your guard was down and then be picked up for it years later because someone was lis​tening and remembering. Silence is in our blood."
The fact is that, in Buryatia, the current president is a man of Communist hue who has been in power on and off since the 19705. He maintains an au​thoritarian rule that has clashed with Buddhists in recent years.19 In China, meanwhile, the political regime is, of course, still a Communist one. In Mon​golia, on the other hand, social democratic governments have been in power through most of the 1990S,20 the parliament has a human rights subcommit​tee, a monument has been erected to the victims of the purges, and a national memorial day for the victims is observed (Kaplonski 1999: 94-98). The re​incarnation stories about political leaders are found in Russia and China but not, as far as I know, in present-day Mongolia. There, by contrast, we find a heated public debate about accountability both in parliament and in the press. The issue is whether the Party was really responsible for the purges or was just subject to overwhelming Soviet pressure, as its present members claim. As Kaplonski argues in his illuminating article, present transparency claims (that the truth is finally being told etc.) do not actually result in his​torical facticity being the point for most Mongolians. Rather, they are con​cerned with identity and the search for their heritage, that is, the question of whether the Socialist period was "Mongol" at all (Kaplonski 1999:108). Be this as it may, the implication is that radically religious explanations like the reincarnation stories are the recourse of people who still cannot debate history openly.
Yet the interpretation of "reasonable caution" in Russia and China does not do justice to the ethnography, which points to a far more complex and agonized situation. One of the people who told the Blue Elephant story was a venerable woman in her nineties, who also treated the ethnographer to a rendition of an old song lauding Stalin Teacher to the skies.21 At the lines:
Stalin Bagshin hainaar hanaa hetgelee haijarab
By Stalin Teacher's goodness Our ideas and disposition changed
her nephew, who was also in the room, became deeply angry and would not let her finish. He then described, perhaps for the first time to a stranger, how his uncle (the old woman's husband) had been arrested and exiled and died in great suffering. We see from this that the reincarnation narrative, which
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exculpates Stalin Teacher of personal blame, runs in people's minds along​side—and can evoke—another suppressed realm of knowledge and feeling. The story can, thus, act like a signal (of something else). In this way, it is similar to physical objects in the landscape, themselves silent, of course, but nevertheless potent reminders.
An example of this is the following account also told by Buryats in 1999:
There was a great willow tree, over thirty meters high, with two tall branches pointing toward the two hills. This tree was the master-guardian spirit of the hills, and special offerings were made to it. Just before they began the mining of the east hill, eleven Russians came and started to cut down the willow. The local elders tried to stop them. But the men said, "It is not us who are cutting it; Stalin Teacher ordered us to do it." They began to cut the big branches, but that night several of them fell ill with a serious, unrecognizable disease. They stopped, but all of them fell victim to various illnesses, and all died within a month. The willow tree is still there, decaying slowly.
Although this story attributes the tree cutting to "eleven Russians," everyone knows that most of the local repressions were carried out by Buryat activ​ists themselves.22 During the conversations arising with the Blue Elephant story, other maimed objects were mentioned. These were sacred Buddhist ruins, darkened by memories of their bloody, sacrilegious use in Soviet times. People pointed out that Anan Monastery had been used as a slaughterhouse, that the Tsiiugul and Egetiii Monasteries had been military bases,23 and that Aga Monastery was used as a center for rehabilitating alcoholics. It cannot have been by accident that religious buildings were used for such purposes: the Soviets were "teaching a lesson," inscribing another contemptuous mean​ing onto hitherto sacred objects.
We should note that the sacred trees and monasteries were emblems of collective suffering, and I suggest that the self-attribution to the Buryat people collectively of sins and delusions is part of the same structure of ideas. The idea of time, or more specifically "a time" within history, is crucial to the understanding of the relation between individual and collective. Stalin could achieve his destructive goal because "the time" was right for that, and this was due to the sins and delusions built up collectively by the Buryat people just previously. Not only tragedies but also good fortune is explained in the same way. Thus, when an earthquake devastated areas of Inner Mongolia in the mid-1990s, Mongols said that the city of Huhhot was spared because the great Ulaan Gegeen Lama was there and his presence was efficacious because
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in their earlier lives the citizens collectively had provided meritoriously for his incarnation. In the case of Stalin, a lama explained that "we" (the Bur​yat people) must have done things to deserve his purges: we are like people crowded on a boat in a storm, our past misdeeds have built up to a heavy weight, and the ship must founder.
When contemporary people are surrounded by the mute split meanings of histories, the reincarnation narratives should not be understood simply as naive or as prudent alternatives to silence. They are possible interpretations in a situation where other histories could also be created (for, after all, the lists of victims do exist and their stories could be told privately in a matter-of-fact manner). But the complex moral relation with the leader that I have just tried to describe also exists as a cultural resource. With Stalin, it is almost as if Buryats are protecting his image from mundane explanations and accusa​tions. The people who tell these stories know that they are saying something that others would regard as weird, but they do it, perhaps, because this is the language in which they can intimate that the issue is one of accountability for evil acts.
Ethicalization of Power
There is one last feature of these narratives that I should discuss before bring​ing this essay to a close. This is the issue of the specifically Socialist and post-Socialist conceptualization of political power. After all, could it not be argued that the Buryats have "always" retold ancient legends and held ideas of reincarnation and, therefore, that my interpretation in terms of the para​noia and complicity specific to Communist society is misplaced? It is not possible to do more than touch on this complex subject here, but, in brief, I argue that a shift occurred in popular conceptualizations of power with the experience of Communist totalizing relations. Before the Socialist revo​lutions, great political leaders were attributed with "power" (erx) as might, will, and superhuman domination, all unified in the one person. Ordinary people were in a relation of subject to master with such rulers. The king-like figure exercised his superhuman power in a universe pervaded by other supernatural beings and was often held to be the stronger. Sometimes the kingly power was aligned with religion (e.g., Buddhism, Orthodoxy) and sometimes not, but, in any case, the leader's will was indivisible from him​self and his actions. This was true even if he was said to be a reincarnation, for that idea was treated like an extra, legitimizing addition to his powers. It is with the totalizing social revolution of Communism that this changes,
Stalin and the Blue Elephant    193
for, as mentioned earlier, in this new world no one could see herself as a nonparticipant in relations of domination. Fractally repeated at each level in society, Communist mastership and its "necessity" before history was ines​capable; there were almost no subject positions beyond its reach, and vir​tually everyone at some stage in her life had the experience of being both a subordinate and a superior (Humphrey 1994)- In this situation, I suggest, the Communist subject cannot see herself as essentially different from the leader, and neither of them can escape the quandary of responsibility. When we en​counter the idea of reincarnation here, it has a new import, for it now serves to introduce the notion of karmic fate, and what this does is to crack open the relation between action and personal will. Below, I briefly substantiate these arguments.
The kinds of power wielded by secular leaders and religious reincarna​tions (xubilgan] were regarded as essentially different in Mongolian political theory.24 But, among the folk, it was felt that the everyday "magical" power of the reincarnation was often also a key attribute of the kingly or military leader. It is documented, for example, that in the eighteenth century many Buryats regarded their sovereigns, the empresses of the Romanov dynasty, as reincarnations of Chinggis Khan's wayward daughter. She was said to have run away from her father, taking an army and a battle standard with her, to found the line of Russian "White Emperors" (Tsagaan Khaad}.~£\\h daughter was herself held to be a reincarnation of the militant White Tara goddess of Buddhism, Tsagaan Dara-Eke (Potanin 1883: 868). The identification of the Russian White Emperors with a woman continued through the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, that is, even when the tsar was a man. "The real [cbuxam] White Tara is with you in Russia," a Mongol told the Russian geographer Potanin in 1879 (Potanin 1883: 32,0).
The important point to note here is that karma (iiiliin Ur, "the fruits of sin") is never mentioned in folk accounts at this period as an element of reincarnation. Rather, the idea is one of magical reinvigoration of each rebirth with the quality of the original—in this case, a rebellious mili​tancy, notable in legends both of the White Tara and of Chinggis Khan's daughter (Humphrey 1997^. The same point applies to the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century identification of the Manchu emperor as a reincarnation of Manjushiri. The quality of wisdom, for which Manjushiri stands, is repli​cated in the emperor and demonstrated by his acts. In other words, I suggest, the idea of reincarnation served to reinforce the character of a given king​ship but without compromising the view that any given ruler acts according to his or her own volition.
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With Socialism, however, not only is rule secularized in the public master account, but also religion, and with it the whole discourse of reincarnation, becomes oppositional to state power. Simultaneously, and perhaps not by accident, reincarnation as pertaining to political leaders is ethicalized (i.e., seen as subject to karma by ordinary people).25 We now have some autobi​ographies of Mongolian reincarnate lamas (Lattimore and Isono 1982,: 142,-43; Hyer and Jagchid 1983:158-59) that make clear that twentieth-century xubilgans did, indeed, ruminate on the outcome of karma built up in previ​ous incarnations and present actions. The Dilowa Xutagt pondered why it was that a profligate lama like his neighbor the Narvanchin Lama was able to work wonderful miracles. He observed, furthermore, that it was not only the trajectory of an individual soul that was at issue, for the collective sins of the population at large also affected their religious leader. He brought up the case of the difference between the body of his own last incarnation, a disso​lute man, and that of the preceding one, who was a learned and pious lama. "To speak of 'good' and 'bad' incarnations is a very gross way of speaking," he wrote. "It may be that in my incarnation of two generations ago religious merit was accumulating elsewhere,... [but] ignorance and error [were] accu​mulating in the monastery territory itself, and therefore, as far as our moral eyes can see, the vehicle of my next incarnation was inferior to the one that had gone just before." "We are made aware that there are mysterious things," he concluded (Lattimore and Isono 1981:142,, 143).
This account is strikingly similar to the Buryats' attribution of the "living hell" of the Stalinist era to their own faults. Thus, by the early to mid-twentieth century, there was a wider context of popular rethinking of re​incarnation that helps us understand the interpretations of the Blue Elephant narrative, where a karmic concept of reincarnation is shifted onto the politi​cal leader. In both cases, the lama pondering about his previous births and the Buryats thinking about Stalin as a reincarnation, actions are interpreted not only as ethical but also as caught up in skeins of relations beyond indi​vidual control or even comprehension. With this new understanding, it seems that the earlier magical power of the ruler-cum-reincarnation becomes quali​fied. Because of his inner, unacknowledged faith, Stalin only partially accom​plished the vow to destroy Buddhism. A similar thought seems to lie behind an Inner Mongolian version of the Blue Bull story mentioned earlier, accord-nig to which it took three leaders (Mao Zedong as the head, Liu Shaoqi as the chest, and Ulaanhuii as the buttocks) to accomplish the destruction of Buddhism. In such ways, the leader's power is relegated (to a time period or to partial capability) and becomes encompassed within the long-term karma
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of the reincarnation—and, perhaps we could extrapolate to say, within the inexorable working out of Buddhist metahistory.
More generally, the difference between the nineteenth century and today is that, in the former period, differing metahistories could be made isomor-phic with one another^ producing an enriched, mutually reinforcing account of the convergence of different kinds of power, whereby it appeared as one and essentially free of Buddhist morality. In contemporary times, decades of confrontation between the religious and the secular, between the radi​cally different ethics of Buddhism and Communism (not to speak of the Cold War discourse of "rightful" and "wrongful" power), have already rendered a single amoral vision of power impossible. The old simple acknowledgment "There is power" is no longer compelling for Buryats (just as for anthro​pologists certain Foucaldian-type general statements about power seem in​adequate to account for ethnographic complexity).
Conclusion
This essay has been concerned with certain political perspectives of sub​jects earlier classified as "dark people" (in Russian, temnyye lyudy] and later as backward and superstitious latecomers to the grand project of progress. Understanding this enables us to see that paranoia and its aftermath in the post-Communist situation are situated first and foremost within particular structures of nationhood and statecraft. My account therefore tries to bring together two bodies of analysis, that is, to relate discussion of paranoic styles of thought (and responses to it) with accounts of how particular government systems produce citizens of various standings. The stories of reincarnation provide a window into this large theme since they are being produced among peoples that have been paradigmatic targets of Communist accusations.
At one level, the narrative of Stalin as the Blue Elephant might perhaps be understood as what the Russians call inoskazaniye, which is a kind of in​direct hinting, often accusatory in tone. We could, thus, perhaps read into the theme of the ignoring of the elephant's labors in building the temple (also the forgetting of the turtle's merit; see n. 7 above) a parallel feeling of aggrieved neglect on the part of Buryat and Mongolian Communists. This would seem to be a logical inference from the subordinate, needing-to-be-led status ac​corded "backward" minorities in state politics.
It is significant, however, that this interpretation is not given by Bur​yat and Mongolian people and is, therefore, ethnographically inadequate. Rather, the implication of their discussions of the Blue Elephant story is an
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identification with the predicament of the leader, not because he had been ignored, but because he had to act as he did, against his better self. At the same time, there is a complete silence in this context about local participa​tion in the repressions, which certainly took place even if the orders came from above. Specificities are occluded altogether by the cloudy idea of col​lective sins and delusions. It is for these reasons that I feel justified in using a particular idea of paranoia to analyze the narrative. Let me reiterate here the particular and abstracted sense in which the idea is applied. One may find in the literature examples of straightforward applications of paranoia to politi​cal situations, such as Gravers's discussion of nationalism in Burma. Gravers ([1993] 1999: 80-81), citing Foucault, describes as paranoic a structure of political action brought to bear on possible actions, in this case involving xenophobia in practically every political situation. There is a total blocking of alternative political practice, with the result that the subject's fear is in​voked at a mere signal from the rulers. The Stalinist regime can be said to have been paranoid in this sense, and I suggest that the elliptical response of the Buryats is paranoic too, yet in a different way.
As I argued earlier, the Buryats do not create a metonymic simulacrum of the master narrative. Their sense of being integral actors within the Soviet order made it impossible for them to conceptualize it as something "Other" to be imitated, for in their own way they were it. Instead, their recourse has been to produce a particular kind of poetically metaphoric narrative. This is paranoic by virtue of its being self-enclosed, displaced from the self, and felt to be true and, therefore, not susceptible to disproof. Applying a dis​course of the "fruits of sin" to Stalin, Mao, and Ulaanhuii, are people not displacing onto the mental life of other people what is suppressed in their own (Freud), and do they not thereby create a predetermined supernatural reality where nothing happens by accident? The notion of paranoia might still seem inappropriate here were it not that these local narratives re-create in mythic, Buddhist guise the anxious preoccupations of the Stalinists. That account proposed the transparent objectivity of the historical process. Yet, at the same time, it presupposed the existence of conspiracies and hidden enemies, the dark forces against which the light of progress was to prevail. The tragedy of the Buryats and Mongolians is that they existed in the Com​munist world as embodiments of both the dark and the light. For decades, the terrible events that they experienced as victims and perpetrators could not be spoken about. Even now, hidden behind literal statements such as, 'They took the lamas behind the hill and shot them," lies the question of our political relation to (even our identification with) that they.
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In such circumstances, the factual statement as a genre of speaking can​not be meaningful enough; it cannot suggest what we know. Rather, it seems that many people turn to allegory, the narrative that demands interpretation. These stories exemplifying the grand metaphor of fate in history, by attribut​ing the cause of destined acts to the accumulated fruits of sin, point obliquely to the need to think about the "absent presence" at the heart of Communism, to what was laughed out of court in the show trials, the unresolved issue of personal intention and its political results.
1 Notes
A shorter version of this essay appeared in Diogene, no. 194 (spring 2002) I am very grateful to Bruce Grant, Martin Holbraad, Christos Lynteris, Yael Navaro-Yashin, Morten Pedersen, U, E. Bulag, the editors of the volume, and an anonymous reviewer for helpful comments made on an earlier version of this essay.
1 "In some narratives there is little sense of historical time. Rather the action oscil​
lates between a contingent world of happenings, both terrible and lucky, and a
world of unchanging repetitions in which archetypal selves are set in mythical
time" (Skultans 1998: 25).

2 A. Hurelbaatar carried out fieldwork on Buryat Buddhism in both Russia and
China during 1998-99.1 am very grateful to him for first bringing the interpreta​
tions of reincarnation stories to my attention. Subsequently, on joint fieldwork in
Inner Mongolia in the summer of zooo, we encountered further examples of this
idiom, although local explanations were extremely circumspect owing to politi​
cal circumstances.
3 As noted by Zizek (1999: 37-38), the ideology of Stalinism marked a return to
the "objectivist" logic of necessary stages, in distinction from the Leninist posi​
tion, which was to intervene in history. Zizek argues that Lenin even rejected the
reified logic altogether, on the grounds that the complexity of concrete situations
as well as the unexpected "subjective" actions always dislocate the straight line
of the class struggle.
4 The Mongolian word xubilgan means "transformation" or "metamorphosis,"
from the verb xubila-, "to change," and it refers to the transitory body-vessel
taken by a spiritual entity through time. The term is normally applied to the series
of highly respected lamas embodying reincarnation lines of bodhisattvas or other
saintly figures in Mongol regions (Hyer and Jagchid 1983:14).
5 Chinese Xi Yow Ji. This was translated into Mongolian at least as early as the
eighteenth century as the literary work Baruunchi Jorchigsan Temdeglel. Popularly,
the story is known as "The Story of Tangsad Lama" ("Tangsad Lama-in Ulger").
Yuan Shikai, it is said, was the reincarnation of the Turtle, Jiang Jieshi of the
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Black Dog of Heaven, Mao Zedong of the Pig Deity, Jiang Qing of the White Bone Devil (also the Pipa Devil), Hua Guofeng of Sha Seng, and Hu Yaobang of the Monkey.
6 Buryats of Alhana village in Aga Okrug (Russia) also said that "Stalin had the
soul of the Blue Bull of India." The bull in Mongolian, and particularly Buryat,
myth appears as a clan ancestor and is associated with autochthonous origin and
the earth. The epithet blue has no symbolic significance that people remember
today and is said to be simply descriptive.
7 The story of the turtle (Chinese wang-ba, Mongolian yastan melxii] has a some​
what similar structure to that of the Blue Elephant. The turtle accumulated merit
by carrying Tangsad Lama and his disciples across the great river. He took them
across on his back and, on reaching the other side safely, requested them to ask
Buddha when his salvation would come. But they forgot. When they were re​
turning home, now carrying the holy books from India, the turtle again obliged
as carrier. Halfway across the river, he asked, "What is my fate?" They replied,
"We forgot to ask." So the turtle turned over, and they all fell in the river. The
Jirim Mongolian explanation of this story is that Yuan announced himself presi​
dent and wanted to be emperor but that after this announcement he suddenly
died. So Yuan is seen to have failed the Qing dynasty (analogously to the turtle
suddenly turning over). Yet the idea is that Yuan also has merit and was badly
treated.
8 This idea was expressed by Buryat Buddhist lamas from both Russia and China
in 1999.
9 A broadly parallel account to that in Marcus could be given of the Russian and
Chinese historiographical situations in the twentieth century. The beginning of
the century, with the demise of the Manchu dynasty in China and Mongolia and
the revolutionary attempts in Russia, was a time of heterogeneous and opposed
descriptions and prognoses; this was succeeded by the period of modernist-
Socialist certainty, which was followed by the present era of anxious attempts to
explain rapid changes.
10 This possibility, of parallels in the "psychical products" of individuals and cul​tures, was suggested by Freud (1979: 220-23) m ms postscript to his analysis of paranoia (the case of Schreber) and was later followed up in his Totem and Taboo and other works. Among anthropological discussions of issues involved are those of Faubion (1993: 391-92.), who sees the social and the psychological as two mo​dalities of experience implicating one another, and Weiner (1999: 252-54), who cites Ricoeur's notion of a dialectic between individual symbolic creations and "the symbols in use . . . which service in the clockwork of a given society."
n "A striking and generally observed feature of the behaviour of paranoics is that they attach the greatest significance to the minor details of other people's be​haviour which we ordinarily neglect, interpret them and make them the basis of far-reaching conclusions" (Freud [1901] 1960: 255).
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12. Marginal note made by V. I. Yegorov on the Politburo's decree of 4 December 1937, cited in Getty and Nauman (1999: 466-67).
13 The storytellers included a Buddhist lama, an old women in her nineties, and vil​
lagers from Alhana in the Aga District, Chita Oblast, Russian Federation. Several
younger people from the capital city of Ulan-Ude also knew this story.
14 The fact that the conversations were in Buryat is significant. A considerable pro​
portion of Buryats do not know Buryat and use only Russian (a result of the
Russian-only education policies in the 19705 and late 19805). It is possible that
these reincarnation stories are not known among Russian-only speakers.
15 Buddhism was strong among the Buryats living to the south and east of Lake
Baikal from the early nineteenth century. "Western Buryats" living northwest of
the lake were, however, shamanists and also experienced considerable Orthodox
Christian missionary activity. The more Russified "western Buryats" have greater
political prominence to this day. Buddhism has nevertheless acquired a strong
position as a quasi-national religion in the 19905, albeit with an uneasy relation
to the government, which is dominated by Russians (Namsaraeva 1998).
16 Yorool (Mongolian written irugal) means "foundation," "deep cause," "portent,"
or "curse." In this context, the Buryat speakers were using the term to mean an
oral will or vow given at death.
17 Buryats do not like using unlucky words like ebderekh (destruction, ruin) when
discussing their religion; instead, they say siibtekh (damage, hurt, harm).
18 For an account of Mongolian legends associated with the mythic land of Sham-
bala, see Damdinsuren (1977).
19 One violent example of such a clash occurred in 1998 when the president of Bur-
yatia encouraged the loan of a Buddhist treasure (an old and valuable illustrated
atlas of Tibetan medicine) to the United States for an exhibition. This was inter​
preted by many Buddhists as selling their birthright. Lamas blockaded the mu​
seum where the atlas was held and were beaten up when soldiers came to take
it away. The use of physical violence was specifically authorized by the president
(Zhukovskaya 1998).
zo The situation in Mongolia may change since the Mongolian People's Revolution​ary Party (the equivalent of the Communist Party) was reelected in July 2,000 in a landslide.
zi It seems that this song may have been composed specially for people subject to exile and punishment.
zz In Inner Mongolia, this fact is more explicitly recognized by local people, and those who feel guilty for participating in attacks on monasteries during the Cul​tural Revolution carry out various rituals of expiation (Humphrey and Hiirel-baatar, fieldwork in Mergen Sum, 1998}.
2.3 In 1990, when I visited the Tsuiigul Monastery, it was in a ruinous state and covered with soldiers' graffiti. It has since been restored.
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24 They embodied two laws or "principles of rule," the yirtincu-yin yoson (the law of
the world) and the nom-un yoson (the law of the [sacred] book) (Popovai^Sy: 66).
25 Some degree of "ethicalization" of the idea of reincarnation probably preceded
the establishment of the Socialist state in Mongolia. The nature of good rule was
debated earlier during the "theocratic" period (1911-21), when a reincarnation,
the Jebtsundamba Xutagt, was also head of state. Already in 1914 Mongolians
were discussing how it was that a wise and good-hearted ruler could nevertheless
preside over a weak government and increasingly poverty-stricken population.
The conclusion of some influential writers was to lead in a different direction
from religious ethics, however: Mongolia should abandon the tradition of the
all-powerful single leader and follow the example of advanced countries where
the people also have power and are consulted about what laws to follow (Popova
1987: 94). Such ideas were expressed in the journal Shine Toll (1914-16), which
was edited by intellectuals influenced by debates proceeding in China and Russia.
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