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Preface

The editing of this volume has been an arduous task, interrupted by fre-

quent changes in setting—New Haven, Moscow, Budapest, Zagreb,

Dubrovnik—almost a match for Dimitrov’s record. If this task were of-

fered to me again, I am not certain that I would agree to undertake it. The

reason is not the lack of historical insight to be found in the diary of

Georgi Dimitrov. On the contrary, this is the single most important new

source on the history of the international Communist movement in

Stalin’s time. Rather, the collective character of this effort has been some-

what off-putting to an historian of my solitary disposition.

Dimitrov wrote his diary in nineteen separate notebooks that are now

kept in the former Communist Party archive in Sofia, Bulgaria. A type-

script of eighteen of these was made in 1960 for the purposes of the Cen-

tral Party Archive in Sofia, with a copy for the Marx-Engels-Lenin Insti-

tute in Moscow, currently the Russian State Archive of Social and Political

History (RGASPI). An integral version of the manuscript was published in

Bulgarian in 1997.1 The Yale University Press Annals of Communism se-

ries obtained access to these materials in 1993, thanks to Boyko Dimitrov,

Dimitrov’s adopted son and literary executor. Since the diary is multilin-

gual, the Press entrusted the translation to three translators—Jane T.

Hedges, Timothy D. Sergay, and Irina Faion. I then significantly reduced

their translation, whereby the text was cut to a third of its original size,

and frequently translated various passages myself, especially in the Bul-

garian part, and equipped it with the requisite introduction, explanatory

footnotes, bibliographies, and abbreviations. It should be noted that the

bibliographies include information on the most significant figures in the

diary, whereas the less prominent figures are accounted for in the foot-

notes.

The reader is entitled to an explanation of the criteria that governed the

reduction of the text. Since the diary is full of mere chronology, simply



xiv Preface

noting the procession of visitors received by Dimitrov, much of this mate-

rial was excluded. The only exceptions, unless otherwise noted, were en-

counters that appear to be meaningful in their own right. I also excluded

various documents that Dimitrov occasionally attached to his diary and

which are otherwise available. This is especially so in the Bulgarian part.

No significant information, however, even when seemingly obscure, was

omitted. In any case, scholars with knowledge of Bulgarian will be able to

double check by comparing the present translation with the Bulgarian vol-

ume, which was enormously helpful to me in various ways, not least of all

in negotiating certain biographical mysteries.

In completing this volume I incurred many debts that I would like to ac-

knowledge. I am grateful to Jonathan Brent, the executive editor of the se-

ries, for inviting me to undertake this project. Thanks are due to the diary

translators, especially Timothy D. Sergay, who facilitated the early work

on the project, and to his successor Vadim Staklo, who brought the project

to a successful conclusion. I am grateful to my former student, Paul Jukić,

for his enormous help in Moscow in 1993, and for his work on reducing

the manuscript and marking the appropriate areas of explanation. I prof-

ited from the valuable advice of Fridrikh Firsov, the former curator at the

RGASPI, with whom I originally hoped to undertake the editorial work.

My Yale colleagues Beatrice S. Bartlett, David Montgomery, and Piotr S.

Wandycz, as well as my student Soner Çağaptay and my colleague from

Southern Connecticut State University John O. Iatrides, were quite helpful

in solving some of the identity problems with the enormous international

cast of characters in the diary. I acknowledge the cooperation of Mr. Panto

Kolev, of the Main Archival Administration at the Bulgarian Council of

Ministers, in obtaining the microfilms of the diary. I am indebted to the

grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities that facilitated

my research at RGASPI in 1993. Tanja Lorković, the curator of the Slavic

collection at Yale, and her assistant William J. Larsh, as well as Mr. Wen-

kai Kung of the East Asia collection, are not the least of my creditors. But

there are others, too, that I do not care to mention. As with the dying

debtor in the story by Danilo Kiš, my indebtedness is askew.

I.B.

New Haven, Connecticut,
All Souls Day 2001

note

1. Georgi Dimitrov, Dnevnik (9 mart 1933–6 februari 1949), ed. Dimitǔr Sirkov, et

al. (Sofia, 1997), 794 pp.



Introduction

Georgi Dimitrov and His Diary: 

The Rise and Decline of the Lion of Leipzig

I
N THE SUMMER OF 1995, when the expatriate Bulgarian artist

Christo (Javacheff, Hristo Yavashev) completed his “Wrapped

Reichstag” project, in which some $10 million were expended on

covering the old German Parliament in Berlin with a million square

feet of aluminum-colored fabric, most of the amused commentators

had forgotten the other noted Bulgarian whose name will forever be

tied to the Reichstag—Georgi Dimitrov, who stood at the helm of the

Third (Communist) International (Comintern) in its final years

(1935–1943) and who headed the Bulgarian Communist Party (BKP)

and the government of Bulgaria from 1945 until his death in 1949.

On 27 February 1933, in the midst of a violent election campaign,

the Reichstag building was partially destroyed by fire. The police cap-

tured a Dutch laborer—Marinus van der Lubbe—in the gutted edifice.

On 9 March 1933, ten days after the torching of the Reichstag and in

the sixth week of Adolf Hitler’s chancellorship, the Nazis arrested Di-

mitrov and ultimately charged him with participating in a plot to burn

the Reichstag. The arrest, which was vaunted as a victory against

Communist terrorism, was helpful not only to the Nazi campaign in

the Reichsrat elections of 5 March 1933, but in initiating a series of

measures that gave full dictatorial powers to the Nazis. After the pas-

sage of the Enabling Act (23 March 1933) they had a mandate to cen-

tralize the German government, impose Nazi control over the civil ad-

ministration and the judiciary, ban or dissolve all political parties

except the Nazi Party (NSDAP), begin a series of anti-Jewish mea-

sures, and outlaw all strikes and free unions.

Meanwhile, Dimitrov, two other Bulgarian Communists (Blagoi
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Popov and Vasil Tanev), as well as the principal defendants—van der

Lubbe and Ernst Torgler, the latter a Communist deputy in the Reich-

stag and the president of the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) par-

liamentary group—awaited trial in a Germany that was in the throes

of Nazi revolution. They became the subjects of a vast defense cam-

paign, whereby the Communists and the other antifascists took up

cudgels for the defendants.

It was this trial—the Leipzig fire trial, which lasted from 21 Septem-

ber to 23 December 1933—that gave Dimitrov the status of an inter-

national celebrity. His audacity in cross-examining and confronting

his accusers and the prosecution witnesses, among them the Nazi lead-

ers Hermann Göring and Joseph Goebbels, anticipated the resistance

to fascism that the Communists squandered in the ultra-leftist atmo-

sphere of the “Third Period” (1928–1935). Now that the Nazis were

entrenched, the slogan “After Hitler, our turn!” lost all of its sectarian

appeal. Dimitrov, himself suspected as a “Right deviationist,”1 had

won the day and rescued a party vocation that had been in doubt for a

decade.

Georgi Dimitrov was born on 18 June 1882 (o.s.) in the village of

Kovachevtsi, near Radomir, some sixty-four kilometers west of Bul-

garia’s capital, Sofia. His parents were from Pirin Macedonia—the

northeastern part of Macedonia, which the Ottomans had recognized

in 1878 as part of the autonomous Principality of Bulgaria, under the

Ottoman sovereignty. This concession, part of the Treaty of San Ste-

fano (3 March 1878), was the consequence of a military defeat that

Russia had inflicted on the Ottoman Empire in a war waged in the sup-

port of Bulgarian insurgents (1877–1878). At the ensuing Congress of

Berlin (June–July 1878) the European statesmen reduced Russia’s

gains and the territory of autonomous Bulgaria. Macedonia was re-

stored to the Ottomans, its Pirin area having been subdued after an 

uprising centered in the towns of Kresna and Razlog. Many Mace-

donians then fled to the Principality of Bulgaria, among them the

twenty-seven-year-old Dimitǔr Mikhailov Trenchov of Razlog, who

settled in Kovachevtsi, on a tributary of the Struma River. The family

of the seventeen-year-old Parashkeva Doseva from Bansko, a town on

the Pirin Range, had settled in Kovachevtsi a few years earlier, having

fled, too, from Ottoman repression. Mikhailov and Doseva were mar-

ried three years later. Georgi Dimitrov was their oldest son. The family

soon moved to Radomir and then to Sofia.

Dimitǔr Mikhailov learned the hat-making trade from his brother-



in-law, who, like Doseva, belonged to a small group of Bulgarians that

had been won over to Protestantism by American missionaries. The

Protestant ethic evidently determined the life of the hatter’s family,

which drew a modest income from Dimitǔr’s fur-hat shop. That ethic

also figured in Georgi’s initial rebellion. His mother wanted him to be-

come a pastor and in 1892 had him attend Sunday school classes at the

missionary chapel.2 Expelled two years later, Dimitrov then became an

apprentice in the printing house of Ivan Tsutsev. Soon afterward he

printed an anti-religious broadsheet titled Kukurigu (Cock-a-Doodle-

Doo) and distributed it by stealth at the church after the Sunday 

service.3 Still, an echo of a youthful allegiance remained. After the ac-

quittal at Leipzig, Dimitrov attended the prison Christmas services—

Protestant on Christmas Eve and Catholic on Christmas Day 1933. “If

I were a believer,” he wrote in his diary, “I would definitely be Prot[es-

tant] rather than Cathol[ic].”

The Dimitrovs, a family of working-class militants, seem to have

had an affinity for printers’ ink. Konstantin, like his older brother

Georgi, was a printer by trade and a union activist. Nikola, who

moved to Russia, was a member of the Bolshevik Odessa organization

and died in exile in Siberia in 1916. Todor, an underground activist of

the BKP Sofia organization, was arrested and killed by the royal police

in 1925. The elder of his two sisters, Magdalina (Lina), was married to

the printer Stefan Hristov Barǔmov. The younger, Elena (Lena), fol-

lowed Dimitrov into exile, where she married another exiled Bulgarian

Communist, Vǔlko Chervenkov, Dimitrov’s successor at the helm of

the BKP.

As a young printers’ union activist, whose heroes were Hristo Botev

(1848–1976) and the other principals of the Bulgarian national-revo-

lutionary movement, as well as the self-denying Russian revolutionar-

ies from N. G. Chernyshevsky’s novel What Is to Be Done? (1863),

Dimitrov soon fell under the sway of Bulgarian Social Democracy. He

read the works of Dimitǔr Blagoev (1856–1924), the leading Bulgar-

ian Marxist, who as a student at St. Petersburg founded the first Marx-

ist organization in Russia—the Party of Russian Social Democrats, in

1883–1884. Dimitrov then graduated to G. V. Plekhanov’s The Devel-
opment of the Monist View of History (1895) and the works of Marx

and Engels, Karl Kautsky, and V. I. Lenin.4

The Bulgarian Social Democratic Party, established in 1901, soon

became a battlefield for fractional interests. The pursuit of purely pro-

letarian class politics was difficult in an agrarian country whose mar-

gin of industrial workers would rise to no more than twenty thousand

Introduction xvii
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by 1909. Yet this was precisely the wish of Dimitǔr Blagoev’s Narrows

(tesniaks), who confronted the more adaptable Broads (shiroki) of

Yanko Sakǔzov. Three issues separated them. First, unlike Sakǔzov,

Blagoev distrusted the peasantry as a dangerous petit bourgeois influ-

ence on the party, even when the turbulent countryside brought the So-

cial Democrats some useful electoral support. Mistrust of the peas-

antry in a land of countless peasant smallholders became the mark of

the Narrows—members of the Bulgarian Workers’ Social Democratic

Party (Narrow Socialists), or BRSDP(t.s.)—and of their Communist

successors. Second, Blagoev opposed the idea that the trade unions

could be independent of the party and pursue purely economic goals.

He argued for the political nature of trade union struggle and party

control. Third, Blagoev rejected the idea of coalitions with nonsocial-

ist parties, including the newly formed Bulgarian Agrarian National

Union (BZNS).5 Dimitrov was received into the party in the spring of

1902 and from the beginning identified with the tesniak faction.

Dimitrov’s rise among the Narrow Socialists followed his trade

union career. Dimitrov was a delegate to the BRSDP(t.s.) congress

(July 1904) at Plovdiv, where it was decided to form the party-affili-

ated General Federation of Trade Unions (ORSS). He was a secretary

at the ORSS founding congress, served on its General Workers’ Coun-

cil, and in August 1904 became the secretary of its Sofia council. A

protégé of Georgi Kirkov, Blagoev’s closest associate, who was re-

sponsible for the work of the trade unions, Dimitrov was soon elected

secretary of the BRSDP(t.s.) Sofia organization. Active in the tesniak

operations against the “anarcho-liberals”—the party faction that re-

sisted Blagoev’s “bureaucratic centralism”—he was arrested in the

course of the Pernik miners’ strike (June–July 1906). At this time he

married Ljubica (Ljuba) Ivošević (1880–1933), a Serbian seamstress,

proletarian poet, and trade union activist, whom Dimitrov met at

Sliven in 1903. She came to Bulgaria after a sojourn in Vienna and in-

troduced him to the German language and various cultural pursuits.

In October 1908 Bulgaria proclaimed its independence from the Ot-

toman Empire. Prince Ferdinand, who used the occasion to assume the

title of tsar, felt threatened by the Young Turk revolutionary regime

that had overthrown the autocracy in July 1908 and established a par-

liament in Istanbul, to which the Bulgarian deputies, too, were invited.

This was the overture to a series of Balkan conflicts that would reflect

the interests of regional mini-imperialisms and their sponsors among

the Powers. In 1912, Serbia and Bulgaria joined Greece and Montene-

gro in a war against the Turks (October 1912–May 1913). The Balkan



allies scored a convincing victory but then fell out among themselves

over the division of Ottoman possessions in Europe. In the Second

Balkan War (June –July 1913), the bulk of the allies, now joined by

Romania and Turkey, attacked Bulgaria and, after a series of debilitat-

ing defeats, wrested from it portions of newly acquired territories in

Macedonia and Thrace, as well as parts of Bulgarian Dobruja. In these

two wars Bulgaria lost 58,000 soldiers, an additional 105,000 being

wounded. The period is rightly regarded as the first national catastro-

phe. One of the victims was Dimitrov’s brother Konstantin, who per-

ished in 1912 at the approaches to Istanbul.

The tesniaks put up a determined campaign for peace and a Balkan

federation. Their antinationalist attitude stood them in good stead af-

ter the wars, as the Bulgarians settled down to a tranquil assessment of

their losses. Dimitrov, who had been admitted to the BRSDP(t.s.) Cen-

tral Committee (CC) in 1909 and to the secretaryship of the ORSS in

1910, having been subjected to several arrests and a brief prison term

afterward, now entered the parliament along with practically the

whole tesniak leadership in the elections of 1913 and 1914. He served

as the secretary of the tesniak parliamentary group. In May 1914 he

also became a member of the Sofia municipal council. But the greatest

challenges still lay ahead, beginning with the war crisis of 1914.

At the beginning of the First World War the Bulgarian government

carefully weighed the prospects of the warring alliances, in hopes of

siding with the winner and thereby regaining the territories lost in the

Second Balkan War and, if possible, to increasing them. In September

1915 Tsar Ferdinand finally became convinced that the Central Pow-

ers would prevail. Bulgaria mobilized and attacked Serbia within a

month. The BRSDP(t.s.) took a consistently antiwar stance through-

out the hostilities. Dimitrov and the other tesniak deputies repeatedly

voted against the war credits. The party joined the Zimmerwald

movement and sided with Lenin on everything except on demands for

a new International. Dimitrov’s personal commitment to internation-

alism was expressed in his parliamentary speeches in which he con-

demned the Bulgarian army’s savage repression of the Serbian insur-

gents in the Toplica district, west of Niš, in February 1917.6 During

the summer of 1917, at Tǔrnovo, Dimitrov defended a group of

wounded soldiers, who had been set upon by a raging colonel in an of-

ficers’ railway compartment. Dimitrov was prosecuted for inciting dis-

obedience, stripped of his parliamentary immunity, and imprisoned on

29 August 1918.

The second round of warfare, after a respite of less than twenty-
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seven months, weighed heavily on Bulgaria. The mobilization of able-

bodied men and the significant war losses (101,000 dead and 300,000
wounded), as well as food deliveries to the Central Powers, induced

shortages, price hikes, and war-weariness. Mutinies stirred up by the

tesniaks and members of the Agrarian Union (BZNS) became fre-

quent. By September 1918, as soldiers started agitating for the cessa-

tion of hostilities, the Allies breached the Salonika front and crushed

the Bulgarian defenses in Macedonia. In the ensuing stampede the re-

treating soldiers, calling for peace and a new government, proceeded

to Sofia. Ferdinand called upon the Agrarian leader Aleksandǔr Stam-

boliski (1879–1923), whom he released from prison, to pacify the ap-

proaching mutineers. Taking on the assignment, Stamboliski neverthe-

less formed a common cause with Blagoev, on the argument that the

tesniaks and the BZNS, the leading Bulgarian opposition party, could

jointly establish a democratic republic. True to his anti-peasant stand,

Blagoev turned down the offer. Stamboliski wavered, proceeded to the

insurgent camp at Radomir, argued for an end to the insurrection, and

then, on 28 September, accepted the presidency of the insurgent repub-

lic and the resumption of the march to Sofia.

The Radomir republic ended almost as soon as it started. On 28 Sep-

tember Bulgaria sued for peace, armistice was signed, and Ferdinand

was obliged to abdicate, to be succeeded by his son, Boris III (1894–

1943). Within a few days, the loyalist troops, made up largely of pro-

war Macedonians, having inflicted three thousand casualties on the

host of some ten thousand to fifteen thousand men, repelled the insur-

gents in the suburbs of Sofia. The rest simply went home, leaving

Stamboliski in the lurch. The tesniaks, however, who had by then ac-

ceded to Leninism, had a lot of explaining to do.7 Their subsequent ex-

planations to effect that their forces were meager and scattered, the

pro-regime side aided by the Germans too strong, and the Entente

troops near, tended to obscure the fundamental anti-peasant prejudice

that had been the trademark of the Narrows.

The imprisoned Dimitrov was uninvolved in these decisions. It was

later claimed that he had transmitted a written recommendation to 

the BRSDP(t.s.) CC that favored unwavering involvement in the up-

rising.8 Not that the Radomir error hurt the tesniaks. The party re-

named itself the Bulgarian Communist Party (Narrow Socialists), or

BKP(t.s.), in May 1919 and then made its peace with the Comintern.

(Dimitrov was elected to the Communist CC.) The party’s program,

for all its Leninist overtones, remained remarkably Blagoevist—par-

ticularly in its intransigence toward peasant views.9



In the parliamentary elections of August 1919, the BKP(t.s.)

emerged as the second largest party—immediately after Stamboliski’s

Agrarian Union—with 119,000 votes (18 percent of the total) and

forty-seven deputies. Their showing was better than that of the com-

peting Broad Socialists, who had graduated to the Social Democratic

Party. But the Communists would not agree to Stamboliski’s invitation

to join the coalition government. Nor did they support the Treaty of

Neuilly (27 November 1919), the peace agreement signed by Stam-

boliski that deprived Bulgaria of considerable territory (Thrace, pivots

on the Yugoslav border) and imposed heavy reparations on the coun-

try. Moreover, the Communist-led railway strike of 24 December

1919, which the BKP and ORSS tried to turn into a general strike,

tested the strength of Stamboliski’s cabinet and—after a harsh appli-

cation of repressive measures by Stamboliski—ended in defeat in Jan-

uary 1920. Nevertheless, it helped raise the BKP’s prestige, contributed

to an increase in its membership (36,600 in 1920), and became a fac-

tor in the parliamentary elections of March 1920, in which the Com-

munists won 182,000 votes (20.31 percent of the total) and fifty-one

deputies. Although Stamboliski’s BZNS won the plurality of votes, the

BZNS majority could be reached only by the invalidation of thirteen

opposition deputies, among them nine Communists.

After the strikes of 1919–1920 and Stamboliski’s electoral high-

handedness, the Communists eyed his government with increased dis-

taste. The Agrarian reforms, which included plans for village coopera-

tives and a government grain consortium, were denounced as the

artifice of a grasping village bourgeoisie. Stamboliski, who admittedly

relied on a club-wielding peasant paramilitary force, the Orange

Guard, was called the Balkan Mussolini.10 Nor were his attempts, in

cooperation with the Yugoslav authorities, to curb the Macedonian

guerrillas much appreciated. In short, the Communists hardly differ-

entiated between Stamboliski and the reactionary forces (royalists,

militarists, Macedonian émigrés) that were already plotting against

the Agrarian government. When, on 9 June 1923, the anti-Stamboliski

coalition of right-wing officers moved against the government to over-

throw it and then murdered the prime minister, the Communists

hardly demurred. The BKP CC, in an official proclamation, called the

putsch “an armed struggle . . . between the urban and rural bour-

geoisies.”11 Attempts at counteraction with the Agrarians, notably at

Pleven, Plovdiv, and Tǔrnovo, were stopped by the Communist leader-

ship. In fact, the BKP seemed encouraged that the putschist cabinet of

Aleksandǔr Tsankov, which was persecuting the Agrarians but tacti-
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cally (and briefly) cozying up to the Communists, might strengthen the

constitutionally guaranteed rights and freedoms.12

Dimitrov’s position on these events was hardly audacious. During

the strike action of 1919–1920 he went underground with the BKP

leadership. In June 1920, together with Vasil Kolarov (1877–1950),

Blagoev’s second-in-command, he attempted to reach the Soviet Union

in a fishing boat that lost its way in a storm and was captured by the

Romanian border guards in Dobruja. Released in July, he made a sec-

ond attempt in December 1920, this time by way of Vienna. Obliged to

wait for passage to Moscow, he went to Livorno, Italy, to attend the

congress of the Italian Socialist Party (15 January 1921), where he ob-

served the Comintern’s splittist strategy against the Socialist leader-

ship. Dimitrov’s colleague Hristo Kabakchiev (1878–1940), the lead-

ing intellectual of the BKP, represented the Comintern at Livorno. His

efforts and those of the Italian leftists produced a split and the emer-

gence of the Italian Communist Party (PCI).

In February 1921 Dimitrov finally made it to Moscow, where he met

Lenin and represented the BKP at the Fourth All-Russian Trade Union

Congress (May 1921) and the Third Congress of the Comintern

(June–July 1921). Back in Bulgaria in November 1921, he returned to

Moscow a year later for the Second Congress of the (Red) Interna-

tional of Trade Unions (Profintern) in November–December 1922.

Having been elected to the Executive Committee of the Profintern, his

primary preoccupation continued to be the Bulgarian Communist

trade unions, which he helped build to a force of thirty-five thousand

by April 1924. During the June 1923 putsch he shared in the party’s

“historical error” by arguing for neutrality between the “two wings”

of the Bulgarian bourgeoisie. In fact, given Blagoev’s illness and ad-

vanced age and Kolarov’s absence in Moscow, it was Kabakchiev and

Dimitrov who shared the greatest responsibility—together with the

BKP secretary Todor Lukanov—for the neutrality policy of 1923. The

subsequent argument, that Dimitrov’s support of “neutrality” ob-

tained as long as resistance to the putsch failed to develop, is hardly

convincing.13

The Comintern’s reaction to the BKP’s failure was first disbelief,

then pressure. In his report (23 June 1923) to a plenum of the Execu-

tive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI), Karl Radek

condemned the spinelessness of the BKP that had led to “the greatest

defeat ever suffered by a Communist Party.”14 When the BKP contin-

ued to defend its position,15 the ECCI sent Kolarov to Bulgaria with

orders to effect a change of policy and plan an insurrection. Kolarov



prevailed at the BKP CC meeting on 5 August 1923, against consider-

able opposition. But that was the extent of his success. With but a few

exceptions, notably among the fringe Agrarian elements, the BKP

failed to win any non-Communist support for a “worker-peasant gov-

ernment” and an uprising. Moreover, after news of the planned insur-

gency was leaked to the Tsankov government, it ordered the arrest, on

12 September, of some two thousand Communist officials, mainly

among the middle cadres. Operating from the underground, Kolarov

and Dimitrov ordered an uprising for 22–23 September (it was ill pre-

pared), and then proceeded to Ferdinand, in the Vratsa district of

northwestern Bulgaria, where they established the supreme military-

revolutionary committee together with their comrade Gavril Genov

and two Left Agrarians.

The uprising ended in disaster. The insurgents succeeded only to an

extent in northwestern Bulgaria (Vratsa district) and in the central dis-

tricts of Stara Zagora and Plovdiv. There were less important stirrings

elsewhere, notably in the Petrich district (Pirin Macedonia). The upris-

ing had a predominantly rural character and was especially notable in

the areas of BZNS strength, the capital, Sofia, having remained largely

dormant and the BKP leaders of Ruse and Burgas having ignored the

call to rise up. The control that the Bulgarian army maintained over

the railroads permitted it to transport troops to the various foci of in-

surgency, as the occasion warranted. The authorities also relied on the

White Russian émigrés (Wrangelites) and the Macedonian irregulars.

By 28 September Kolarov and Dimitrov ordered a retreat into Yu-

goslavia, where they led some two thousand Communist insurgents.

Perhaps as many five thousand perished in the uprising and the

Tsankovite “white terror” that followed in its wake.

The defeat of the September uprising contributed to the growing

fractionalism in the BKP but did not unduly harm Communist stand-

ing in Bulgaria. Moreover, the exiled leadership of Kolarov and Di-

mitrov—the Foreign Committee, which soon removed to Vienna—

gained significant prestige out of this Comintern-managed affair,

which was subsequently dubbed the first organized antifascist upris-

ing. In February 1924 the Comintern endorsed the conduct of Kolarov

and Dimitrov, and in May 1924 the underground BKP conference at

Vitosha seconded the Comintern’s endorsement.

During this period Dimitrov traveled to Moscow on several occa-

sions. He represented the BKP in the ECCI delegation that escorted

Lenin’s coffin from Gorky to Moscow in January 1924. Back in Vi-

enna at the end of February 1924, he headed the émigré BKP appara-
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tus, directed the work of the Balkan Communist Federation (BCF), the

coordinating body of the Comintern Balkan sections that cultivated

the various Balkan national-liberation and minority movements, and

served as the ECCI emissary to the Communist Party of Austria

(KPÖ). He represented the BKP and the Balkan Communist Federa-

tion at the Fifth Congress of the Comintern and the Third Congress of

the Profintern in Moscow, during the summer of 1924, where he be-

came a candidate-member of the ECCI and a member of the Profin-

tern’s Executive Committee. From 1925 on, he was increasingly in

Moscow, although he attended to assorted Comintern business in Vi-

enna and Berlin.

In April 1925, the BKP underground operatives in Bulgaria, part of

the party’s underground military organization, staged a spectacular

terrorist attack at Sofia’s Sveta Nedelia Cathedral. They detonated a

bomb on the roof of the edifice at a start of a state funeral attended by

Tsar Boris and most of Bulgaria’s leading political figures. The explo-

sion claimed the lives of 123 mourners, among them fourteen generals

and the mayor of Sofia. The authorities responded with great severity,

arresting thousands of suspects, imposing dozens of death sentences,

and murdering hundreds of detained Communists. One of the victims

was Dimitrov’s brother Todor. In one of the trials that followed the ex-

plosion, Dimitrov was tried and sentenced to death in absentia. In fact,

the exiled Communist leader had nothing to do with the Sveta Nedelia

disaster.

The terrorist incident, however unauthorized, demonstrated the

growing desperation of the underground Communists in Bulgaria.

Weakened by the defeat of the September uprising in 1923, isolated

from potential Left Agrarian partners, they were now exposed to

growing repression, which was somewhat mitigated after the Tsankov

dictatorship gave way in January 1926 to a moderate government.

Operating through the legal front party (the Labor Party) they recov-

ered by the early 1930s, precisely at the point when their internal unity

was increasingly challenged by a younger and more leftist generation.

Already in December 1927 and January 1928, at the BKP confer-

ence at Berlin, the delegates of the Young Communist League—Georgi

Lambrev, Iliya Vasilev, and Petǔr Iskrov—started attacking the 1923
leadership. By May 1929, following the Sixth Congress of the Com-

intern (July–September 1928) with its ultra-leftist line of “class

against class,” the leftist youth leaders started taking over the BKP.

When the Foreign Bureau of the BKP was reconstituted in Moscow, in

August 1930, Dimitrov was effectively demoted, having been ap-



pointed its candidate-member. Admittedly, Dimitrov and Kolarov bent

with the wind and offered no doctrinal alternative to the new line. As

their influence waned and as their behavior in 1923 came to be at-

tacked as “defeatist,” they stood guard and waited for better times.

Particularly disturbing to Dimitrov was the new leadership’s renuncia-

tion of the whole tesniak heritage.16

It was under these circumstances that the ECCI sent Dimitrov to

Germany, where he acted as the political secretary of the BCF and, af-

ter April 1929, as the leading member of the Comintern’s West Euro-

pean Bureau. Frequently sent on various Comintern missions from

Berlin to Moscow, throughout Germany, and in many other West Eu-

ropean countries, Dimitrov was in Berlin when Hitler assumed the

chancellorship in January 1933. Paradoxically enough, Popov and

Tanev, who were arrested with Dimitrov in March 1933 in the Reich-

stag fire case, were his factional opponents and belonged to the “left

sectarian” wing of the BKP leadership. It was this arrest and Di-

mitrov’s performance in the dock that revived the influence of the in-

creasingly marginalized revolutionary.

The history of the Communist International is usually divided into

six periods. After the optimistic period of the “red wave,” from the

Comintern’s inaugural congress in March 1919 to the bungled attempt

at uprising in Germany (October 1923), when the Bolsheviks and their

sympathizers expected the imminent victory of world revolution, there

followed a more cautious period of “partial stabilization of capital-

ism” (1923–1928), when the Communists declared a temporary halt

to the revolutionary upsurge in Europe and Asia. This “right turn,” oc-

casioned, too, by the failed September 1923 uprising in Bulgaria, was

evident in the Communist-Guomindang alliance in China (1923–

1927).

By 1926, J. V. Stalin triumphed against the Trotskyist and Zi-

novievist opposition in the USSR. His alliance with N. I. Bukharin,

who assumed the leadership of the Comintern in November 1926, was

still firm. The latter, under the pressure of oppositionists and the impa-

tient Comintern apparatus, announced “a new, third period” at the

end of 1926, signaling a more militant posture of the Communist move-

ment. But it was Stalin, at the Fifteenth Congress of the All-Union

Communist Party (Bolshevik)—the VKP(b)—in December 1927, who

introduced the idea of a “new revolutionary upsurge.” The Sixth

World Congress of the Comintern (July–September 1928) initiated a

new “left turn” that assumed its familiar Stalinist contours after the
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purge of the Bukharin faction in 1929. During this Third Period,

which coincided with Stalin’s drive for collectivization and industri-

alization—the vaunted Stalinist “second revolution,” “right devia-

tions” were portrayed as the greatest danger to the Communist move-

ment. The Communists carried out a purge of the “right deviationists”

(Heinrich Brandler in Germany, Jay Lovestone in the United States)

and carried out a total break with the Social Democrats, who were

now consistently besmirched as “Social fascists.”17

The real Fascists, who were decidedly on the rise in the early 1930s,

profited significantly from the new round of Communist–Social Dem-

ocratic warfare on the Left. In 1929, in Berlin and Paris, the Commu-

nists refused to join hands with the Social Democrats even in the tra-

ditional May Day parades. After the September 1930 Reichstag

elections in Germany, in which the Nazis scored significant gains, the

Communist Party of Germany (KPD) declared that the Nazi showing

was a favorable development, because it weakened the Weimar Re-

public. Moreover, the KPD joined the Nazis in undermining the Social

Democratic government of Prussia (summer 1931) and, in November

1932, the Communist trade unionists cooperated with their Nazi

counterparts against the Social Democrats in the Berlin transport

workers’ strike.

The Communist attitude, though indefensible, emerged from the

early Communist view that fascism was evidence of capitalism’s decay

and hence that it was not an entirely unwelcome development. The de-

fense of the capitalist order through terror was evidence of the coming

revolutionary dawn. This policy was pursued even after Hitler banned

the KPD, Communist statements continuing to portray Nazism as a

passing phenomenon well into the fall of 1933. And when armed resis-

tance against fascism commenced—in Austria (February 1934), it was

the Social Democrats, not the Communists, who took up arms against

Chancellor Dollfuss’s fascist dictatorship. In this context, Dimitrov’s

militancy in the Leipzig dock represented a significant departure from

the simplicity of the Third Period and the symbolic inauguration of a

new coalition of forces in the battle against fascism.

Dimitrov’s defense had four important elements. First, despite enor-

mous obstacles placed in his way by the judges, he was consistently on

the offensive, in intimating that the Nazis had set the Reichstag

aflame—or directly accusing them of having done so. Dimitrov re-

peatedly stated that van der Lubbe—“a déclassé worker, a rebellious

member of the scum of society”—was a “miserable Faustus,” while

“Mephistopheles has disappeared” (an allusion to the club-footed



Goebbels).18 Second, Dimitrov boldly defended “Communist ideol-

ogy, my ideals,” as well as the Communist International and its 

program of proletarian dictatorship and the “World Union of Soviet

Republics.”19 Third, he presented himself as a patriotic Bulgarian

Communist who resented the racialist Nazi charge that he hailed from

a “savage and barbarous” country: “It is true that Bulgarian fascism is

savage and barbarous. But the Bulgarian workers and peasants, the

Bulgarian people’s intelligentsia are by no means savage and bar-

barous.”20 Finally, although he criticized the Social Democratic lead-

ers, Dimitrov exacted from Goebbels the admission that the Nazis “do

not share the bourgeois viewpoint that there is a fundamental differ-

ence between the Social Democratic and the Communist parties [ . . . ]

When, therefore, we accused Marxism in general and its most acute

form—communism, of intellectual instigation, and maybe even of

practical implementation of the Reichstag fire, then this attitude by it-

self meant that our national task was to destroy, to wipe off the face of

the earth the Communist Party and the Social Democratic Party.”21

The fact that this admission was exacted from Goebbels, that Di-

mitrov paid compliments to the Anarchists (while disclaiming that van

der Lubbe could be a “genuine” Anarchist),22 that he provoked

Göring into making threats once Dimitrov was “out of the court-

room,”23 still received far greater attention in the West than in the

councils of the Comintern. Despite the obligatory cheers for the

“courageous Bolshevik” Dimitrov, the Thirteenth Plenum of the ECCI

(November–December 1933) paid scant attention to the Leipzig trial

and ignored Dimitrov’s emergence from the courtroom as the most at-

tractive Communist massovík in years, moreover on the crest of a

growing antifascist protest in Western Europe against the Hitler dicta-

torship.24 When the court sentenced van der Lubbe to death on 23 De-

cember 1933, after having simultaneously acquitted Dimitrov, Popov,

Tanev, and Torgler for lack of evidence, it took the Soviet government

another two months to secure the release of the Bulgarians. They were

granted Soviet citizenship after Bulgaria, where Dimitrov could face

execution for the earlier death sentence, refused to recognize them as

Bulgarian subjects.25

Slowly, however, the Soviet leadership itself started changing its pos-

ture. At the Seventeenth Congress of the VKP(b), known as the Con-

gress of Victors (January 1934), Stalin emerged unchallenged after

two bitter years of famine and disarray. He used the congress podium

to announce the improvement of Soviet relations with France, Poland,

and the United States, these developments having been instigated by
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“certain changes in the policy of Germany which reflect the growth of

revanchist and imperialist sentiments in Germany.”26 Dimitrov’s re-

turn to Moscow on 27 February 1934 came in the wake of the signifi-

cant distancing that Stalin achieved in regard to the Third Period. In

fact, by 1 April Stalin was already encouraging him to strike against

the “incorrect” views of the Comintern leaders on the nature of the

Austrian “insurrection.” By the end of May Dimitrov was nominated

to make a report at the forthcoming Comintern congress. There re-

mained the uneasy task of dispersing, by argument or constraining in-

fluence, the array of reservations among the hardened veterans of the

Third Period about cooperation with the Social Democrats and the

other antifascists.

Germany’s growing strength and aggressiveness—her denunciation

of the disarmament clauses in the Versailles treaty and Hitler’s policy

of remilitarization—prompted departures from the Soviet policy of

unremitting hostility toward the Western democracies. The Franco-

Soviet alliance (May 1935) and the earlier entrance of the USSR into

the League of Nations represented an important success of M. M.

Litvinov’s Foreign Commissariat over the revolutionary aspirations of

the Comintern. In this decisive change—which increasingly trans-

formed the Communist International from the headquarters of world

revolution to an auxiliary in the struggle against fascism—Dimitrov

played a leading role27—hence his central function at the Seventh

World Congress of the Comintern (July–August 1935).

There is little doubt that the Comintern’s about-face of 1935 repre-

sented the most momentous change in the history of Stalinized com-

munism. Still, Dimitrov’s keynote speech, usually titled “The United

Front Against Fascism and War,” was novel in emphasis, not in con-

tent. Dimitrov stressed that fascism was a “substitution of one state

form of class domination of the bourgeoisie—bourgeois democracy—

by another form—open terrorist dictatorship.”28 Hence, it was not 

a matter of indifference whether the bourgeois dictatorship took a

democratic or a fascist form. The task at the moment was to create a

“wide anti-fascist Popular Front on the basis of the proletarian united
front.”29 In fact, although Dimitrov proposed new negotiations with

the Social Democrats, his aims (and those of the Soviet leadership and

the Comintern) were significantly broader. He was proposing an open-

ing to all enemies of fascism, beyond the working class and its

parties—including peasants, liberal elements, and the confessional

groups. Nor did he fail to chastise the Communists for their inatten-

tion to the motifs of patriotism and national pride, which became suc-



cessful recruiting themes for the fascist upsurge in many countries.

Dimitrov dominated the congress so thoroughly that his elevation to

the position of the Comintern’s secretary-general at the end of the 

proceedings came as no surprise. Other secretaries of the ECCI elected

at the Seventh Congress were D. Z. Manuilsky, Otto Kuusinen,

Palmiro Togliatti (Ercoli), Wilhelm Pieck, André Marty, and Klement

Gottwald.

Dimitrov’s speech had the effect of cadence breaking on a militant

organization whose rank and file clearly craved some way out of their

isolation. Ironically, the Popular Front strategy, with its stress on com-

bat against fascism and its war preparations, necessarily softened the

struggle against capitalism and hence diluted the Comintern’s raison

d’être of class war and world revolution: “Dimitrov’s ‘popular front’

was designed to keep the proletarian revolution in abeyance in order to

deal with the pressing emergency of Fascism.”30 But the emergency

was defined in terms of Soviet state interest, not necessarily that of the

Comintern member parties that were now obliged to abandon the

search for revolutionary opportunities. As a result, the Comintern,

never a favorite of Stalin’s, commenced its self-marginalization. The

middle ground between the sectarianism of the Third Period and the

expediency of the Popular Front was exceedingly hard to negotiate, es-

pecially under the circumstances of Stalin’s terror, which was in full

swing more than half a year before the opening speeches at the Hall of

Pillars in Moscow.

One of the curiosities of Georgi Dimitrov’s diary is an enormous hia-

tus that extends from 1 February 1935 to 18 August 1936, that is, the

period of his meteoric rise in the councils of the Comintern, including

his role in the preparations, work, and immediate consequences of the

Seventh World Congress. (There are a number of smaller hiatuses in

the diary, most notably for the period between 18 March and 15 Au-

gust 1938. It is entirely possible that these sections were lost or de-

stroyed.) This is not the only peculiarity in the diary, which generally

requires some explanation.

Diary writing is highly atypical for revolutionaries. Dimitrov was

seemingly an exception. His diary is also unusual because of its struc-

ture and the variety of moods, which mask an array of intentions. He

kept a diary from June 1916 to November 1916,31 apparently during

his imprisonment in Sofia (1918) and perhaps until September 1923,

and certainly while with Kolarov in the military prison in Constanţa,

Romania (1920).32 In a certain sense his diaries were associated with
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his imprisonment. Dimitrov started making diary jottings after his ar-

rest in the Reichstag fire case, his first entry, dated 9 March 1933—the

day of his arrest—evidently having been written after the event. This

first section, which was written in Dimitrov’s sturdy but inelegant Ger-

man, originally was probably no more than a laconic chronological re-

minder for the purpose of preparing his defense. Although personal

details mounted in due course, the German part of his diary is on the

whole hurried, terse, and structurally vastly different from the rest of

the copious manuscript.

The Russian part, which was penned in Russian beginning 17 Sep-

tember 1934, represents the bulk of the diary—some two thirds of the

text. It is more detailed, provides accounts of conversations, telephone

calls, and meetings, and includes frequent attachments of various doc-

uments, speeches, and proclamations. The focus throughout is on

Stalin, who is unsurprisingly the most important character among the

dramatis personæ in the diary. In fact, were it not for a very rare por-

trayal of Stalin’s less admirable side (“Called J. V. [Stalin]. Soon as he

recognized my voice, he hung up!” 21 October 1939), Dimitrov’s di-

ary could be read as a form of private correspondence with Stalin.

Dimitrov certainly expresses all sorts of oblique messages via his jot-

tings. He cajoles and protests. He enters into preventive actions

against possible threats. But most often he praises Stalin. The conclud-

ing part, from 11 November 1945, the day after Dimitrov’s return to

Bulgaria, to the last entry, on 6 February 1949, with exceptions, is

written in a sort of a Russified Bulgarian.

It is important to note that it is possible to detect Dimitrov’s priori-

ties whenever the diary can be corroborated with parallel evidence.

One of the best examples is the account of the Kremlin meeting of 10
February 1948 at which Stalin lashed out at the Bulgarian and Yu-

goslav delegations over a series of differences on Balkan policy. One of

his points was that the Chinese Communist leaders, too, carried out

policies contrary to Moscow’s wishes, but at least they had the decency

to do so on the sly, without challenging Moscow. Here is how the key

passage emerges in Dimitrov’s diary and in Djilas’s Conversations with
Stalin. Dimitrov quotes Stalin as saying:

I also doubted that the Chinese could succeed, and I advised them to

come to a temporary agreement with Chiang Kai-shek. Officially, they

agreed with us, but in practice they continued mobilizing the Chinese

people. And then they openly put forward the question: Will we go on

with our fight? We have the support of our people. We said: Fine, what

do you need? It turned out that the conditions there were very favor-



able. The Chinese proved to be right, and we were wrong. Maybe in this

[Balkan] case it can also turn out that we are wrong. But we want to be

certain about what we are doing.

Here is Stalin according to Djilas, by contrast:

Here, when the war with Japan ended, we invited the Chinese comrades

to reach an agreement as to how a modus vivendi with Chiang Kai-shek

might be found. They agreed with us in word, but in deed they did it

their own way when they got home: they mustered their forces and

struck. It has been shown that they were right, and not we. But Greece

is a different case—we should not hesitate, but let us put an end to the

Greek uprising.33

Dimitrov’s account includes the passage where the Chinese ask for

approval after they prepared the ground for the answer they preferred.

Dimitrov’s diary is the history of the demiurge Stalin, the creator

and destroyer. There are several remarkable things about this portrait.

Perhaps most important, Stalin is not lacking in self-awareness. He is

aware that the European workers think that the conflict with Trotsky

is a result of Stalin’s “bad character” (11 February 1937). He is aware

that Trotsky “as we know, was the most popular man in our country

after Lenin” and that “Bukharin, Zinoviev, Rykov, Tomsky were all

popular.” He identifies his group (Stalin, Molotov, Voroshilov, and

Kalinin) as “fieldworkers [praktiki—literally, practical workers] in

Lenin’s time.” But the middle cadres nevertheless supported Stalin and

his friends, whereas “Trotsky completely ignored those cadres” (7 No-

vember 1937).

Nor is Stalin unaware of the Soviet Communist reputation: “It

would be better to create a workers’ party of Poland with a Commu-

nist program. The Commun[ist] Party frightens off not only alien ele-

ments, but even some of our own as well” (27 August 1941). He urges

the leading German Communists from the Soviet Zone of Germany

not to “speak so glowingly of the Sov[iet] Union” (7 June 1945). And

he can be droll about the Soviet hypocrisies: “You are the ‘chairman of

the C[ommunist] I[nternational],’ you know. We are only a section of

the CI!” (26 April 1939). But that is no safeguard against personal

claims to virtue: “The root of all wisdom: 1) acknowledgement of

one’s own mistakes and deficiencies; 2) correction of those mistakes

and deficiencies” (28 July 1941).

Dimitrov demonstrates the personal nature of Soviet power, which

in the time frame of his diary was Stalin’s dictatorship. Stalin’s ruth-

lessness and extremism belie the Thermidorian interpretation of the
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regime. The revolutionary goal brooked no obstacles. And since all al-

liances were conditional, the vast loneliness of the great dictator was

preordained. It turns out that Soviet aircraft can stay aloft for only

thirty-five minutes, whereas German and British aircraft can stay up

for several hours: “I summoned our designers and asked them if our

aircraft, too, could be made to stay aloft longer. They answered, ‘Yes,
they could, but no one ever set us a task like that!’ And now that defi-

ciency is being corrected. Our infantry is being reorganized now; the

cavalry has always been good—now it is time to tackle aviation and

anti-aircraft defense. I am busy at this every day now, meeting with de-

signers and other specialists. But I am the only one dealing with all

these problems. None of you could be bothered with them. I am out

there by myself ” (7 November 1940). His entourage offers confirma-

tion of Stalin’s singular qualities. After days of preparations for the

theses on war Zhdanov rebukes Dimitrov: “By this time Com[rade]

Stalin would have written a whole book!” (24 September 1939).

Many vignettes also show the familiar scheming Stalin. He warns

Dimitrov about Manuilsky’s “Trotskyism” and “toadyism”: “Don’t

leave him to his own devices! He could ruin things!” (26 April 1939).

Dimitrov should also watch Rákosi: “All of them wavered at one time

or another. They did not understand our business” (6 November

1940). His mistrust becomes a job description: “An intelligence agent

ought to be like a devil: believing no one, not even himself” (20 Febru-

ary 1941). Or he can rage and threaten: “We have united the state in

such a way that if any part were isolated from the common socialist

state, it would not only inflict harm on the latter but would be unable

to exist independently and would inevitably fall under foreign sub-

jugation. Therefore, whoever attempts to destroy that unity of the 

socialist state, whoever seeks the separation of any of its parts or na-

tionalities—that man is an enemy, a sworn enemy of the state and of

the peoples of the USSR. And we will destroy each and every such en-

emy, even if he was an old Bolshevik; we will destroy all his kin, his

family. We will mercilessly destroy anyone who, by his deeds or his

thoughts—yes, his thoughts—threatens the unity of the socialist

state” (7 November 1937). “But I will show you, if I ever lose my pa-

tience. (You know very well how I can do that.) I shall hit the fatsos so

hard that you will hear the crack for miles around” (7 November

1940).

The casuistic side of Stalin was evident in the period of the Soviet-

Finnish war (November 1939–March 1940). Surprised by the vigor of

the Finnish defense, he argued that “Finland was prepared for a major



war against us” (21 January 1940). To counter the criticisms of the

deputy people’s commissars of defense against the commissar, his fa-

vorite K. Ye. Voroshilov, Stalin argued that the Red Army was superb,

the reversals that it had sustained being attributable to bad officers: “A

good commander can manage even with a weak division; a bad com-

mander can demoralize the best division in the army. [ . . . ] We

brought not only the White Finns to their knees, but their instructors,

too—the French, English, Italians, and Germans” (28 March 1940).

Perhaps the most revealing aspect of Dimitrov’s Stalin is the latter’s

belief in Russian exceptionalism. Stalin’s Russia apparently had spe-

cific circumstances and characteristics not relevant to Europe. The So-

viet leader repeatedly expresses the idea that “European workers are

historically linked with parliamentary democracy.” Sometimes this

means that explanations are in order to demonstrate why “parliamen-

tary democracy can no longer have any value for the working class” (7
April 1934). Sometimes it means that for historical reasons the Euro-

pean working class cannot be expected to be engaged in a revolution

against the bourgeoisie. (Stalin’s distance from Lenin is clear in his

statement of 7 November 1939 claiming that Lenin’s First World War

slogan of turning the imperialist war into a civil war was appropriate

only in Russia, and not in the European countries, where the working

class was “clinging” to the democratic reforms.) In any case, the Soviet

form of socialism, although the best, is by no means the only form:

“There may be other forms—the democratic republic and even under

certain conditions the constitutional monarchy” (28 January 1945).

On other occasions Stalin acknowledged Marx and Engels’s idea that

the “best form of the dictatorship of the proletariat” was the “demo-

cratic republic,” which they “saw as embodied in the Paris Com-

mune”: “They meant a democratic republic in which the proletariat

had a dominant role, rather than the republics in America or Switzer-

land.” Moreover, such republics had a “parliamentary form” (6 De-

cember 1948). They were people’s democracies.
As for Russia, its uncritical emulators in the Comintern, Stalin be-

lieved, “do not understand that in fact we had no parliamentarianism.

The Russian workers received absolutely nothing from the Duma [par-

liament]” (7 April 1934). Moreover, the Russian workers were “tied to

the peasants and under tsarist conditions could engage in an assault 

on the bourgeoisie” (7 November 1939): “We deprived the kulaks and

the bourgeoisie of the right to vote. In our country, only the working

people had this right. We had to relocate two million kulaks to the

north, and when we abolished the kulaks as a class, we granted suf-
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frage to all people. The capitalists and the landowners fought against

us for four years during the Intervention, whereas in your country they

just fled and surrendered without fight. In our case, there was no other

country that could help us the way we are helping you now. [ . . . ] The

advantage of the Soviet system is that it solves the problems quickly—

by shedding blood” (6 December 1948). In Bulgaria, the transition to

socialism could occur without the dictatorship of the proletariat. In

any event, the “situation since the outbreak of our revolution has

changed radically, and it is necessary to use different methods and

forms, and not copy the Russian Communists, who in their time were

in an entirely different position. Do not be afraid that you might be ac-

cused of opportunism. This is not opportunism, but rather the appli-

cation of Marxism to the present situation” (2 September 1946).

Stalin’s harsh view of Russia was the reverse of Russian touchiness

over Western criticism, but also a pragmatic program—a preventive.

In this context, the much-disparaged concept of people’s democracy,
as practiced in Eastern Europe and several Asian countries, takes on a

somewhat less redundant resonance. Stalin evidently believed that—in

the words of Otto Kuusinen—“it is possible to make the transition

from capitalism to socialism without a direct dictatorship of the work-

ing class. But this is only a possibility, and the possibility is desirable”

(23 October 1948). This was thanks to the protective influence of the

Soviet Union and the strength of the Communist parties in the coun-

tries concerned. But, should “countervailing internal and external

forces” develop, the option of proletarian dictatorship was always

available. According to Stalin, “As long as there are antagonistic

classes, there will be dictatorship of the proletariat. But in your coun-

try it will be a dictatorship of a different type. You can do without a So-

viet regime. However, the regime of the people’s republic can fulfill the

major task of the dictatorship of the proletariat, both in terms of abol-

ishing the classes and in terms of building socialism. The people’s

democracy and the Soviet regime are two forms of the dictatorship of

the proletariat” (6 December 1948). The opposite of Russian excep-

tionalism did not ultimately remove the problem of dictatorship. Or

was Stalin, unlike Mephistopheles, part of that power which ever seeks

the good and ever does evil?

Stalin’s thinking on Russia’s international role, too, was marked by

nationalism. Moreover, the period of the nonaggression pact with Ger-

many, one might say the fifth period in the history of the Comintern,

internalized many of the nationalist sentiments that emanated from

fascist national survivalism. This led to the promotion of “healthy 



national feelings” (Zhdanov, 27 February 1941) and of “healthy na-

tionalism.” According to Zhdanov, “Com[rade] St[alin] made it clear

that between nationalism properly understood and proletarian inter-

nat[ionalism] there can be no contradictions. Rootless cosmopoli-

tanism that denies national feelings and the notion of a homeland 

has nothing in common with prolet[arian] internat[ionalism]. Such

cosmopolitanism paves the way for the recruitment of spies, enemy

agents” (12 May 1941).

Stalin freely expressed a hierarchy of nationality preferences. He ar-

gued that the destruction of Poland in 1939 was justified because

Poland was a “fascist state” that oppressed the Ukrainians and Belo-

russians (7 September 1939). His Georgian reference point is evident

in his anti-Turkish statements: “We shall drive the Turks into Asia.

What is Turkey? There are two million Georgians there, one and a half
million Armenians, a million Kurds, and so forth. The Turks amount
to only six or seven million” (25 November 1940). After the German

attack on the USSR, when Slavism became an important theme of So-

viet propaganda, he promised to “give East Prussia back to Slavdom,

where it belongs. We’ll settle the whole place with Slavs” (8 September

1941).

Under the circumstances, it is not unusual to encounter certain lesser

Communists promoting specific national aspirations and territorial

demands. Hungarian leader Mátyás Rákosi hoped that after the war

Hungary would retain Transylvania and Carpatho-Ukraine. Czech

Communist Zdeněk Nejedlý probably was not pleased to learn that

his Polish comrades wanted to retain Tetschen. Nor was it pleasing

that the Czechoslovak leadership evidently wanted to expel the Hun-

garian minority after the war: “The Czechs are really going over-

board,” writes Dimitrov. “Sent Molotov for coordination an encoded

telegram to [Czechoslovak party chief Klement] Gottwald indicating

the need for a different approach to the Hungarian question in

Czechoslovakia” (30 July 1945). In fact, Stalin understood war as an

agency of national homogenization. His remark on Bulgaria’s persis-

tent claims to western Thrace is telling: “Another war is needed to

solve such matters completely” (2 September 1946). It also points to

the Stalinist roots of the recent cases of wartime ethnic cleansing in the

Balkans and the Caucasus.

Dimitrov’s diary also closely chronicles the Comintern’s decline. It

will come as a surprise to many that the decision to dissolve the Com-

intern was taken as early as April 1941, when the USSR was still treaty
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bound to Nazi Germany. In fact, the Comintern was the principal vic-

tim of the “healthy nationalism” that Stalin increasingly promoted af-

ter the passing of the Popular Front. Stalin took advantage of the

CPUSA’s formal withdrawal from the Comintern, whereby the Ameri-

can Communists satisfied US legal requirements while remaining in

close contact with Moscow, to note that the “International was

formed in Marx’s time in the expectation of an imminent international

revolution. The Comintern, too, was formed in such a period in

Lenin’s time. Today the national tasks of the various countries stand in

the forefront. But the position of the Com[munist] parties as sections

of an international organization, subordinated to the Executive Com-

mittee of the CI, is an obstacle” (20 April 1941).

Dimitrov immediately took Stalin’s idea “of discontinuing the activ-

ities of the ECCI as a leadership body for Communist parties for the

immediate future” to Maurice Thorez and Palmiro Togliatti. Both

found the idea “basically correct” (21 April 1941). By 12 May 1941
Zhdanov told Dimitrov that the resolution on discontinuing the activ-

ities of the Comintern, which was being prepared, “must be grounded

in principle,” as hostile interpretations would have to be parried. In

any case, “our argumentation should evoke enthusiasm in the Com-

[munist] parties, rather than create a funereal mood and dismay,” but

again, the “matter is not so urgent: there is no need to rush; instead,

discuss the matter seriously and prepare.”

The German attack on the Soviet Union appeared to give the Com-

intern a new lease on life. In fact, despite the growing demands of 

the emergency, the dissolution was merely postponed. Moreover, the

Comintern was marginalized in another way. On the very day of the

attack (22 June 1941) Stalin told Dimitrov that “for now the Com-

intern is not to take any overt action,” but also that the “issue of so-

cialist revolution is not to be raised. The Sov[iet] people is waging a pa-

triotic war against fascist Germany. It is a matter of routing fascism,

which has enslaved a number of peoples and is bent on enslaving still

more.”

Dimitrov felt these changes quite directly after the removal of the

Comintern staff to Kuibyshev and Ufa in the fall of 1941. He noted

that the Comintern and he himself were not in evidence at public occa-

sions. For the first time in many years he was not on the Moscow

honor presidium on the anniversary of the revolution. Generally, he

accepted that there was “no need to emphasize the Comintern!” (7
November 1941). Meanwhile, the Soviet agencies were taking over



parts of the Comintern operations, Stalin initially being more worried

about the vanguardism of specific Soviet services (for example, the

Red Army intelligence) than about the subordination of the CI (27 Au-

gust 1941). But by 11 November 1941 Dimitrov agreed to combine

the Comintern operations in Belgium, France, and Switzerland with

Soviet military intelligence. Joint actions with the “neighbors” (the

People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, the NKVD) also increased.

Yet when Dimitrov tried to use foreign commissariat personnel

abroad, Molotov protested (21 February 1941).

The figure of P. M. Fitin, the chief of the Fifth (Intelligence) Direc-

torate of the NKVD (1940–1946), increasingly loomed large in Com-

intern operations, not only because his network serviced (and con-

trolled) many of the Comintern’s communications. In 1943, when

Stalin finally dissolved the Comintern, Fitin went to see Dimitrov

“about using our [Comintern] radio communications and their techni-

cal base in the future for the needs” of the NKVD (11 June 1943).

Likewise, the Red Army Intelligence Directorate took its cut a day

later. But the unkindest cut of all was the decision to continue the

Comintern operations within the Department of International Infor-

mation (OMI) of the VKP(b) CC: “In order not to let enemies exploit

the fact that this department is headed by Dimitrov, it was decided to

appoint Shcherbakov head of the department and Dimitrov and

Manuilsky his deputies. This decision is not to be announced; rather,

organize and conduct the department’s work internally” (12 June

1943). The Communist International became a secondary department

of the Soviet CC, and Dimitrov a subaltern of Stalin’s chief political

commissar in the armed forces, whom N. S. Khrushchev once charac-

terized as a “poisonous snake.”34

Stalin’s decision to dissolve the Comintern came at the end of the 

organization’s steady decline. The purges played an important part,

Dimitrov himself having offered no resistance to Stalin’s suggestions

that he lure the “Trotskyist” Willi Münzenberg back to Moscow or to

the arrests of Moskvin, Knorin, and the other leading Comintern offi-

cials. In fact, although Dimitrov protected various foreign Commu-

nists after 1939—for example, his secretary Kozovski—he certainly

cooperated with Yezhov and Beria during the purges. Nor was he more

than an intermediary in Spanish policy. As for China, where Stalin sys-

tematically enforced the alliance between the Chinese Communists

and the Guomindang against the wishes of the Chinese Communist

leadership, Dimitrov occasionally protected Mao’s enemy Wang Ming,
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whose daughter he adopted, but he certainly did not encourage Wang’s

opposition (“Intervening from here [Moscow] is for now inexpedi-

ent,” 13 December 1943).

The Comintern’s China policy was to support Chiang Kai-shek’s

Nationalists. During the Xi’an Incident, a disenchanted Nationalist

general kidnapped Chiang in order to compel him to abandon the an-

ticommunist course, so that the Chinese, Nationalist and Communist,

could concentrate on resisting the Japanese invaders. Stalin saw the in-

cident as inimical to the aims of the united front. Moreover, Stalin was

furious at a suggestion, supposedly made by Wang Ming, to kill the

captured Chiang (14 and 16 December 1936). Stalin’s approach is

summed up in his instructions to Wang Ming, Kang Sheng, and Wang

Jiaxiang on 11 November 1937: “1) The fundamental thing for the

Chinese Communist Party at present: to merge with the common na-

tional wave and take a leading part. 2) The main thing now is the war,
not the agrarian revolution, not confiscation of land.” Dimitrov

merely echoed this stand in his warnings to Mao Zedong against the

politically mistaken “tendency to wind down the struggle against

China’s foreign occupiers, along with the evident departure from a

united national-front policy” (22 December 1943). Hence, the con-

stant tension with the policy of the Chinese Communists that it was

necessary to move forward rapidly.

But there was also a bureaucratic pettiness in the Comintern opera-

tions that was more telling than political expediency. The Comintern’s

trade union organization was a “soulless, dead organization” (26 Jan-

uary 1942). Ana Pauker, a leading Romanian Communist, made deci-

sions about abortions for pregnant Romanian students at Comintern

schools. All-important decisions—from financing to cadre changes,

required the approval of Stalin and the VKP(b) Politburo. At the end,

there remained only a pious thought, expressed by Stalin on 11 May

1943: “Experience has shown that one cannot have an internat[ional]

directing center for all countries. This became evident in Marx’s life-

time, in Lenin’s and today. There should perhaps be a transition to re-

gional associations, for example, of South America, of the United

States and Canada, of certain European countries, and so on, but even

this must not be rushed.” This was perhaps the germ of the postwar

Cominform.

As the Comintern declined and acquired new camouflage, Dimitrov

increasingly concentrated on the Balkan questions. Although he did not

return to Bulgaria until November 1945, more than a year after the So-

viet takeover, he was deeply involved in the affairs of his native land,



which he would soon dominate as the de facto party leader and prime

minister.

The growing success of Tito’s Partisans in Yugoslavia created new

conditions in the Balkan region, favorable to Yugoslav solutions for

such thorny issues as that of Macedonia. Precisely because under the

Stalinist dispensation nationhood was the decisive element in territo-

rial claims, it was very important to decide whether the Macedonians

were a separate nationality or simply a Bulgarian regional group.

Dimitrov’s approach to this issue went through several phases. In

Dimitrov’s letter to Tito (1 June 1942), Macedonians were not men-

tioned among the Yugoslav peoples, then defined as Serbs, Croats,

Montenegrins, and Slovenes. During the same period, Macedonian

Communists Dimitar Vlahov and Vladimir Poptomov were cited by

Dimitrov among the Bulgarian Communist activists in Moscow (15
June 1942). And after Tito formed the Antifascist Council of People’s

Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ) at Jajce, Bosnia, Dimitrov in-

structed Tito that the inclusion of Vlahov and Tomov [Poptomov]

among its members was a mistake, although the former was recog-

nized as a “Macedonian publicist” (26 December 1943).35 Soon there-

after Dimitrov discussed “framing the question of Bulgaria’s nation[al]

unification in connection with Macedonia, Thrace, and Dobruja” (14
January 1944). The Foreign Bureau of the BKP took up the question

on 2 March 1944.

In the spring of 1944 Dimitrov maintained that the Macedonians

were a populace (naselenie), an ethnic conglomerate made up of “Bul-

gars, Mac[edonians], Slavs, Greeks, Serbs,” but not a nation (natsiia),

there being no evidence of Macedonian national consciousness (na-
tsional’noe soznanie). Practically, this meant that Macedonia could

not exist as a “separate state,” but only as a unit in a South Slavic fed-

eration made up of “Bulgars, Serbocroats, Montenegrins, Slovenes,

and Macedonians” (22 April 1944). This was Dimitrov’s preferred so-

lution, as evidenced in his negotiations with Tito on the “formation of

a union between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia that actually amounts to a

federation of South Slavs (consisting of Bulgars, Macedonians, Serbs,

Croats, Montenegrins, and Slovenes) extending from the Adriatic to

the Black Sea,” as he formulates it in the entry of 27 September 1944.

Since Dimitrov envisioned the “ethnic” federation only within the

dualist scheme, and since Bulgaria, as a defeated Axis country, really

needed Yugoslavia’s international sponsorship, his thinking on Mace-

donia evolved following 27 October 1944, when he was still entreat-

ing Tito “to explain to the Maced[onian] comrades that to all intents
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and purposes they ought not to raise the question of annexing Bulg[ar-

ian] Macedonia.” By 21 December 1944, he recognized the Macedo-

nians as a people (narod) with full right to self-determination and 

argued that in compensation for “annexation of the Macedonian terri-

tories belonging to [Bulgaria] since 1913 to Macedonia within the lim-

its of Yugoslavia if its population desires it,” the districts of Bosilegrad

and Caribrod that had been ceded to Yugoslavia in 1919 by the Treaty

of Neuilly might be restored to Bulgaria.

Stalin, however, was opposed to the “ethnic” federation, which he

saw as a Yugoslav attempt at “absorption of Bulgaria.” He favored a

dualist federation, “something along the lines of the former Austria-

Hungary.” In any case, being increasingly suspicious of Tito’s inten-

tions, he saw Yugoslav policy as excessive: “The Yugoslavs want to

take Greek Macedonia. They want Albania, too, and even parts of

Austria and Hungary. This is unreasonable. I do not like the way they

are acting.” Implicit in this criticism was disapproval of the Yugoslav

position in Greece, where the Communists were pursuing a collision

course with the West that was based on the assumption that the Red

Army would come to their aid. “We cannot do that,” Stalin concluded,

his resentment of Greek “foolishness” being tempered by his growing

irritation with the “inexperienced” Tito (10 January 1945).

The federative schemes soured thereafter. Dimitrov quickly detected

the prevailing mood and remonstrated with Stalin against the “un-

healthy sentiments” of the Yugoslavs, who were subject to a “certain

degree of ‘dizziness with success’ and an inappropriate, condescending

attitude toward Bulgaria and even toward the Bulg[arian] Com[mu-

nist] Party” (8 April 1945). And by the fall of 1945 there were irrita-

tions with the Yugoslav introduction into Pirin Macedonia of the new

Macedonian linguistic standard, which was regarded as “Serbianiza-

tion”—and in part certainly was. The Yugoslavs kept pursuing the ex-

change of Pirin Macedonia for the “western borderlands,” that is, the

Bosilegrad and Caribrod districts (15 and 22 April 1946). But at the

Bled conference, held in Yugoslavia in early August 1947, Dimitrov

and Tito agreed that “we should not work for a dir[ect] joining of the

Pir[in] region to the [Yugoslav] Mac[edonian] republic” (1 August

1947). Ultimately, state interests and Stalin’s interventions prevented

any resolution of the Macedonian question or the attendant issue of

Yugoslav-Bulgarian union. Still, it cannot be argued, as some have at-

tempted to do, that Dimitrov, almost alone among the BKP leaders,

had a particularly pro-Macedonian position.36

The Macedonian question was a contributing factor in the early



stages of the Soviet-Yugoslav rift, as Dimitrov’s diary displays with re-

markable accuracy. Stalin’s problem with Tito had nothing to do with

“revisionism,” as the subsequent ideological smokescreen would have

it. Tito was dangerous because he was providing arguments to the

Western enemies. Hence the great importance of Dimitrov’s entry for

10 February 1948, which provides a detailed account of a meeting at

the Kremlin over which Stalin presided, which important leaders of the

USSR (Molotov, Zhdanov, Malenkov), Bulgaria (Dimitrov, Kolarov,

Kostov), and Yugoslavia (Kardelj, Djilas, Bakarić) attended, but which

Tito refused to attend.

At the meeting, Dimitrov was the whipping boy in Stalin’s outbursts

against Tito. On 24 January Stalin sent Dimitrov a sharp letter ques-

tioning his statements at a Bucharest press conference, where Dimitrov

had spoken about the inevitability of a federation that would unite all

East European people’s democracies, including Greece. The Soviet

party organ Pravda publicly disavowed Dimitrov’s remarks on 29 Jan-

uary. Stalin now argued, albeit inconsistently, that all schemes for an

Eastern federation—Yugoslav-Bulgarian or otherwise—were harm-

ful; that is, that these measures played into the hands of the “founders

of the Western bloc,” especially because everybody assumed that

Moscow backed the initiatives of Belgrade and Sofia. Worse still, the

Yugoslavs were bringing an army division to a base close to the Greek-

Albanian border. Stalin considered this move tantamount to providing

a pretext for American intervention. Moreover, he was convinced that

the ploy had excited exaggerated hopes in the Greek Communists,

who, in his view, could not win the civil war in their country. Under the

circumstances, the Yugoslavs were duty-bound to “restrict” the Greek

partisan movement. “We are not bound by any ‘categorical impera-

tives,’” Stalin argued. “The key issue is the balance of forces” (10 Feb-

ruary 1948).

Dimitrov certainly smarted from Stalin’s lashes of February 1948.

This was the lowest point in his relations with Moscow. Stalin chided

him for giving too many interviews, for trying to impress the world,

and speaking as if he were still the “general secretary of the Comintern

giving an interview for a Commun[ist] newspaper.” Taking aim at

Tito, Stalin charged Dimitrov with carrying on “like the Komsomol

activists who fly like butterflies right into the burning flames.” Milovan

Djilas wrote later, in his account of the meeting, that he “glanced side-

long at Dimitrov. His ears were red, and big red blotches cropped up

on his face covering his spots of eczema. His sparse hair straggled and

hung in lifeless strands over his wrinkled neck. I felt sorry for him. The
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lion of the Leipzig Trials, who had defied Göring and fascism from his

trap at the time of their greatest ascendancy, now looked dejected and

dispirited.”37

Georgi Dimitrov, like Odysseus, was polytropic—a man of many

moves, capable of turning to various expedients. His most obvious hu-

man failing was a curiously discreet sort of vainglory that promoted

his historical accomplishment at Leipzig. He commemorated each

Leipzig anniversary and was evidently delighted when the Evening
Standard included him among “the Great People of 1934” (31 Decem-

ber 1934). He counted the slogans containing his name and the por-

traits of him that appeared in official parades. On May Day 1939 his

portrait was among those of the Politburo members. From the tribune

they sounded the slogan “Long live the helmsman of the Comintern

Dimitrov!”—which he rightly saw as “complete elimination of the

various rumors about D[imitrov], here and abroad!” But on 7 Novem-

ber the same year they were bearing one portrait of Dimitrov and sev-
eral portraits of the German Communist leader Thälmann. In 1941 he

was not elected to the honor presidium on International Women’s Day.

That was no accident—the omission was due to foreign policy consid-

erations and the work of his enemies (8 March 1941). On May Day

1942 his portrait was once again among those of the Politburo mem-

bers. But on his sixty-first birthday he received birthday greetings from

Maurice Thorez, La Passionaria, and Togliatti, from Spaniards, Bul-

garians, Germans, and co-workers—but not from the Soviet leaders

(18 June 1943). Kremlinology was apparently not only a Western art.

Dimitrov could be petty, and he had a talent that was not entirely

negligible at Stalin’s Kremlin: he could read the nuances of statements

and gestures. He detects ambiguity in A. I. Mikoyan’s toast on 7 No-

vember 1938. He fears that he is in disfavor because his name does not

figure as part of the honor presidium at a meeting of musicians in

Moscow (24 April 1939). He resents an upstart like Tito and incites

Stalin against the Yugoslav leader on the day of their meeting in

Moscow. After the meeting he writes a scathing account of Tito: “Gen-

eral impression: underestimation of the complexity of the situation

and the impending difficulties, too arrogant, heavy dose of conceit and

sure signs of ‘dizziness with success.’ To hear him talk, of course, you

would think everything was under control” (8 April 1945). He was

also capable of playing the toady, as he did in his toast to Stalin on 7
November 1937, the twentieth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolu-

tion.



Dimitrov was a deeply emotional man. He gloried in natural beauty,

as during his treatments in southern Crimea in 1938. His personal life

was complicated and full of tragedies. His first wife, Ljubica Ivošević-

Dimitrova, who suffered from incurable mental disease, committed

suicide in Moscow on 27 May 1933, while he was in the Moabit

prison in Berlin. After he visited her resting place at the Moscow cre-

matorium on 28 May 1934, he wrote, in a cri de coeur, that he felt “so

lonely, so terribly personally unhappy” (28 May 1934). During his in-

carceration he relied on Any Krüger, with whom he evidently had a

personal relationship. Back in Moscow in 1934, he seems to have bro-

ken up with Kiti Jovanović, an émigré Serbian Communist. During the

same year he married Rosa Fleischmann (Rozi), a Sudeten Jewish

Communist from Boskovice in southern Moravia, whom he had met

in Vienna and courted since 1927. Their only child, Dimitǔr Dimitrov

(Mitia), named after Georgi Dimitrov’s father, was born in 1936. The

child died on 3 April 1943 from diphtheria, which was diagnosed too

late. Dimitrov was mourning for him precisely at the time when the

Comintern was being dissolved: “Such a remarkable little boy, a future

Bolshevik, reduced to nothing” (5 April 1943).

Illness accompanied Dimitrov in his last decades. He suffered from

diabetes, chronic gastritis, a diseased gall bladder, and a variety of

other ailments. Although he had to go to hospitals and health spas at

some very trying periods of Soviet history, these were no mere political

illnesses—“No luck!” he wrote after another painful bout of illness on

11 October 1943—but his chief malady was the inability to offer resis-

tance to Stalin. Dimitrov was not immune, wrote Milovan Djilas, “to

that typically Communist weakness, the fear of ‘falling out,’ of sepa-

rating from the party. Enormously decisive toward the ‘class enemy,’

Dimitrov, like all such true-believing Communists, was fainthearted

and at a loss when facing Stalin, who, through purges and a personal-

ity cult, had come to be the movement incarnate. Yet, since Dimitrov

was no careerist, no apparatchik, but a self-made made man who had

risen through turmoil and pain, his vacillation now must have had

deeper roots. He belonged to that class of Bulgarians—the best of their

race—in whom rebellion and self-confidence fuse in an indestructible

essence. He must at least have suspected that the Soviet attack on Yu-

goslavia would entail the subjugation of Bulgaria, and that the realiza-

tion of his youthful dream of unification with Serbia would be pro-

jected into the misty future, thereby reopening the yawning gulf of

Balkan conflicts, and unleashing a tumultuous flood of Balkan claims.

Today, after so many years, I still think that even though Dimitrov was
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ailing and diabetic, he did not die a natural death in the Borvilo [sic for

Barvikha] clinic outside Moscow. Stalin was wary of self-confident

personalities, especially if they were revolutionaries, and he was far

more interested in Balkan hatreds than in Balkan reconciliations.”38

Djilas’s conclusion is buttressed by Dimitrov’s covert sympathies for

the Yugoslavs in 1948. Djilas recalled that on 11 February 1948, after

the fateful showdown at the Kremlin, Dimitrov hosted the Yugoslavs

at a lunch in his dacha. This was at Meshcherino, but Dimitrov’s diary

notes only the event. Djilas’s version is ampler: “From that lunch em-

anated a closeness we had never before experienced with the Bulgari-

ans—the closeness of the oppressed and tyrannized. It was then that

Dimitrov told us in confidence that the Soviet Union had the atomic

bomb. Kostov made an effort to be friendly toward us, but neither

then nor later did we show any understanding of him—not even when

he was tried and shot [in 1949 . . . ]. As for Dimitrov, without a doubt

he felt as we did. Talking to us in front of the dacha, he said, as if in

passing: ‘Criticism of my statements [by Stalin] is not at issue here;

something else is.’ ”39 And on 19 April 1948, before the split became

final, the Bulgarian state delegation, headed by Dimitrov, passed

through Belgrade on the way to Prague. Djilas greeted the Bulgarians

at the Topčider railroad station and jumped into Dimitrov’s wagon,

where Dimitrov greeted him in the corridor and, squeezing Djilas’s

“hand in both of his, he said, emotionally, ‘Hold fast! Hold fast!’”40

Yet a terrible event, one of the many in the blood-soaked history of

Balkan politics, mars this somewhat romanticized picture. It is clear

from the diary that it was Dimitrov, more than anybody else, who in-

sisted on the execution of Nikola Petkov, a leader of the Aleksandǔr

Stamboliski Peasant Union, better known as the Pladne Agrarians, af-

ter their organ Pladne (Noon). Although this group, after two splits,

remained in Bulgaria’s Communist-dominated Fatherland Front (OF)

government, the Petkov faction had became the most important oppo-

sition to the BKP after May 1945. The Communists had proceeded to

shut down Petkov’s newspaper in April 1947 and then, in June, to have

him tried for treason.41

Dimitrov’s letter to Traicho Kostov and Vasil Kolarov of 17 Septem-

ber 1947 makes it clear that Dimitrov considered the execution of

Petkov a test of strength with the Western powers. Moreover, he was

not swayed by the invidious comparisons between the treatment that

the Nazis had extended to him at Leipzig and his own treatment of

Petkov: “In an attempt to defend Petkov, foreign journalists would

quite often refer to the Leipzig trial and the verdict proclaiming Di-



mitrov not guilty. It is necessary to find a suitable strategy to do away

with this manipulation of the facts by pointing out the basic difference

between the Leipzig trial and the trial against Petkov. We could do this

when we mark the fourteenth anniversary of the Leipzig trial, Septem-

ber 1933” (24 September 1947). Perhaps Dimitrov’s old Macedonian

adversary Dimitar Vlahov was onto something when he claimed, ar-

guing against the prevailing trend, “Georgi Dimitrov was a man, if it is

permitted to use this term, who was vengeful.”42

As Bertold Brecht had it in his apologetic poem An die Nachgebore-
nen (To Posterity, 1934–1938), “Ach, wir / Die wir den Boden bereiten

wollten für Freundlichkeit / Konnten selber nicht freundlich sein”

(Alas, we / Who wished to lay the foundations of kindness / Could not

ourselves be kind).43 Brecht’s plea that the revolutionary generation

not be judged too harshly should be read in tandem with the letters of

Sofka Petkova, the sister of Nikola Petkov. On 12 January 1949, more

than a year after the hanging of her brother, she wrote the following

from internal exile in Svishtov to a friend in Sofia: “He who was born

and died on the cross out of love for us and for our salvation, He can-

not abandon us. Of that I am certain! If He wishes, with only a little

spark of His love, He can capture human hearts and change the hatred

that rules today into mutual love. In this alone is our genuine salvation,

and the hour has come when He must give us the heart that He did not

give us on the day when He was born. That is our faith and our life.”44

Georgi Dimitrov died in Moscow on 2 July 1949. He was succeeded

in his duties by Vasil Kolarov and, when Kolarov died in 1950, by

Dimitrov’s brother-in-law Vǔlko Chervenkov, the chief Stalinizer of

Bulgaria. He, in turn, was eased out of office after Stalin’s death by

Todor Zhivkov, with whom the Communist regime ended in 1989.

There were thus forty years from Dimitrov’s death to the transition.

Dimitrov’s embalmed body was removed from his mausoleum in the

center of Sofia in 1990 and cremated, his ashes being laid to rest next

to the graves of his parents in the family plot at the city cemetery. In

August 1999 the new authorities tried to demolish the mausoleum

with explosives. The initial effort failed. The cube-shaped marble

building merely leaned leftward.
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tses v Bǔlgariia (Sofia, 1962), pp. 97–197.

25. Marinus van der Lubbe was executed in 1934. A West Berlin court set the sen-

tence aside on 15 December 1980, without addressing the question of who set the fire.

See “1933 Verdict in Reichstag Fire Is Canceled,” New York Times, 30 December

1980, p. A3. Still, the postwar assessments of evidence, most notably by the German in-

vestigator Fritz Tobias, demonstrate that van der Lubbe acted alone. See Fritz Tobias,

The Reichstag Fire (New York, 1964). Paradoxically, the Nazi thesis that van der

Lubbe had accomplices helped strengthen the Communist thesis that the accomplices

were Nazis. Still, the failure of the court to sentence the Communist defendants gave

rise to various speculations spurred especially by Ruth Fischer, a leading German ex-

Communist. In 1948 she claimed that, back in 1933—that is, seven years after her ex-

pulsion from the KPD—she had received information from a KPD leader Wilhelm

Pieck and Maria Reese, a KPD Reichstag deputy, to the effect “that before Dimitrov

stood up in the courtroom to make his courageous peroration, he knew of the secret

arrangement between the GPU and the Gestapo that he would leave it a free man.” See

Ruth Fischer, Stalin and German Communism: A Study in the Origins of the State
Party (Cambridge, Mass., 1948), p. 309, n. 2. This hearsay account, augmented by

more hearsay from a Bulgarian ex-Communist exile and Babette Gross, the widow of

German Communist propagandist Willi Münzenberg, was repackaged without any

significant new proof—but a great deal of innuendo—as no less than “the Dimitrov

Conspiracy” in Stephen Koch, Double Lives: Spies and Writers in the Secret Soviet War
of Ideas Against the West (New York, 1994), pp. 107–22.

26. J. V. Stalin, Works, vol. 13 (Moscow, 1955), p. 308.

27. For a Bulgarian Communist view of Dimitrov’s contribution to the changes in

the Comintern’s course, see Doncho Daskalov, Georgi Dimitrov i noviiat politicheski
kurs na Kominterna, 1934/1936 (Sofia, 1980), passim. See also B. M. Leibzon and

K. K. Shirinia, Povorot v politike Kominterna: Istoricheskoe znachenie VII kongressa
Kominterna (Moscow, 1975), passim.

28. Dimitrov, Selected Works, vol. 2, p. 10.

29. Ibid., p. 35.

30. Carr, p. 426.
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Dimitrov za makedonskoto nacionalno prašanje i jugoslovensko-bugarskite odnosi
(Skopje, 1979), passim.

37. Djilas, Conversations, pp. 176–77. Djilas’s account of the meeting is far more

dramatic and detailed in areas that cast Stalin in a bad light; for example, that he did

not know that Holland was part of the Benelux. Djilas also includes Kardelj’s detailed

Introduction xlvii



xlviii Introduction

discussion, which is almost entirely missing in Dimitrov. But he excludes or signifi-

cantly abbreviates those parts of Stalin’s remarks which cast light on Stalin’s fear of

Balkan entanglements with the West, especially with regard to the Yugoslav division.

Still, although Djilas admits that he wrote from memory—his Conversations would

appear some fourteen years after the fact—he provides significant corroborating evi-

dence, saying, for example, that Stalin used the Russian verb svernut’ (roll up) to indi-

cate what must be done with the Greek partisan movement (p. 181). Dimitrov uses the

equivalent Bulgarian verbal construction: da se svie.
38. Milovan Djilas, Rise and Fall (San Diego, 1985), pp. 190–91.

39. Ibid., p. 171.

40. Ibid., p. 189.

41. For a recent reappraisal of the Petkov case, see Nikolaj Poppetrov, “Nikola

Petkov—nach erzwungener Vergessenheit erneut aktuell,” Südosteuropa (Munich),

no. 6 (1990), pp. 368–80.

42. Dimitar Vlahov, Memoari (Skopje, 1970), p. 365.

43. Bertolt Brecht, Selected Poems, trans. H. R. Hays (New York, 1947), pp. 176–

77.
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Abbreviations

agitprop agitation and propaganda (section)

ANL National Liberation Alliance (Brazil)

AVNOJ Antifascist Council of People’s Liberation of Yugoslavia

BCF Balkan Communist Federation

BKP Bulgarian Communist Party, 1919–1927, 1948–1989

BRP Bulgarian Workers’ Party, 1927–1944

BRP(k) Bulgarian Workers’ Party (Communist), 1944–1948

BRSDP(t.s.) Bulgarian Workers’ Social Democratic Party (Narrow

Socialists), 1903–1919

BZNS Bulgarian Agrarian National Union

CC Central Committee

CCC Central Control Commission

Cheka Extraordinary Commission for Combating

Counterrevolution and Sabotage, 1918–1922: secret

police, predecessor of the GPU, OGPU, and NKVD

CI Communist International, 1919–1943

Cominform Communist Information Bureau, 1947–1956

Comintern Communist International, 1919–1943

Comparty Communist Party

CP Communist Party

CPC Communist Party of China

CPGB Communist Party of Great Britain

CPUSA Communist Party of the United States of America



l Abbreviations

DKP Communist Party of Denmark

EAM National Liberation Front (Greece)

EC Executive Committee

ECCI Executive Committee of the Communist International

ELAS People’s Liberation Army (Greece)

FND National Democratic Front (Romania)

GDR German Democratic Republic

GMD Guomindang (Chinese Nationalist Party)

Gosplan State Planning Commission

GPU State Political Directorate, 1922–1923: secret police,

successor to Cheka and predecessor of the OGPU and

NKVD

GRU Main Intelligence Directorate

GUGB Main Administration for State Security

ICC International Control Commission

IMRO Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization

Informburo (also Informbureau) See Cominform

JCF Young Communist League (France)

JNA Yugoslav People’s Army

KIM Communist Youth International

KKE Communist Party of Greece

KPD Communist Party of Germany

KPH Communist Party of Croatia

KPJ Communist Party of Yugoslavia

KPÖ Communist Party of Austria

KPS Communist Party of Serbia

KPSS Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 1952–1991

KRN National Home Council (Poland)

kolkhoz collective farm

Komsomol All-Union Leninist Youth League (VLKSM)

Krestintern Red Peasant International

KSČ Communist Party of Czechoslovakia

KUNMZ Communist University for Western National Minorities

KUTV Communist University for Eastern Workers

MOPR International Red Aid

Narkomindel People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs (See NKID)

NKGB People’s Commissariat for State Security



NKID People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs

NKOJ People’s Committee for the Liberation of Yugoslavia

NKP Norwegian Communist Party

NKVD People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, 1934–1946:

secret police, successor to the OGPU

NSDAP Nazi Party

oblast Region

OF Fatherland Front (Bulgaria)

OGPU Unified State Political Directorate, 1923–1934: secret

police, successor to the GPU and predecessor of the

NKVD

OMI Department of International Information of the VKP(b)

CC

OMS Department of International Relations

ORSS General Federation of Trade Unions (Bulgaria)

PB Political Bureau

PCB Brazilian Communist Party

PCC Cuban Communist Party

PCE Communist Party of Spain

PCF French Communist Party

PCI Italian Communist Party

PCR Romanian Communist Party

PKI Indonesian Communist Party

PKSH Communist Party of Albania

PMR Romanian Workers’ Party

Politburo Political Bureau

POUM Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification (Spain)

PPK Polish Communist Party

PPR Polish Workers’ Party

PPS Polish Socialist Party

PRA People’s Revolutionary Army

PRC People’s Republic of China

Profintern Red International of Trade Unions

PSI Italian Socialist Party

PSP Socialist People’s Party (Cuba)

PSUC United Socialist Party of Catalonia

PUR Red Army Political Directorate
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PZRP Polish United Workers’ Party

RKI Worker-Peasant Inspection

RKKA Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army

RKP(b) Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik), 1918–1925

RMS Workers’ Youth League (Bulgaria)

RSDRP Russian Social Democratic Labor Party

RSDRP(b) Russian Social Democratic Labor Party (Bolshevik),

1912–1918

RSFSR Russian Socialist Federative Soviet Republic

SED Socialist Unity Party of Germany

SKJ League of Communists of Yugoslavia

SKOJ League of Communist Youth of Yugoslavia

SKP Finnish Communist Party

SNK Council of People’s Commissars

STO Council for Labor and Defense

TASS Telegraphic Agency of the Soviet Union

UGT General Workers’ Union (Spain)

USPD Independent Social Democratic Party of Germany

VKP(b) All-Union Communist Party (Bolshevik), 1925–1952

VTsSPS All-Union Central Council of Trade Unions

ZPP Union of Polish Patriots



Notes on Transliteration and Usage

In transliterating from Russian and Bulgarian to English, we have used the

modified Library of Congress system—hence, “Trotsky” and not “Trot-

skii,” “Yugov” and not “Iugov.” For individual Russian and Bulgarian

words and titles of books and journals, however, we used the Library of

Congress system. Chinese names, with notable exceptions (Chiang Kai-

shek) are rendered in the pinyin version. All native names in the languages

that use the Roman script were spelled in the respective standard version.

Hence, “Ernő Gerő” and not “Ernö Gerö.”

We have not attempted to duplicate every peculiarity of the original.

Dimitrov’s punctuation, including ellipses, underlines (represented here as

italics), and breaks between sections of text, is largely reproduced, but not

every indent and line space. Nor, for the sake of convenience, have we

tried to warn the reader where Dimitrov is using German, Russian, or Bul-

garian. Dimitrov’s frequent and irregular abbreviations for the surnames

of his colleagues are filled in. Common and recurring pseudonyms (“Er-

coli” for Palmiro Togliatti, or “Walter” for Josip Broz Tito) are explained

in brackets. The exceptions are pseudonyms that have acquired currency.

Hence, “Moskvin” and not “Moskvin [Trilisser],” “Kang Sheng” and not

“Kang Sheng [Zhang Shaoqing].” In a similar fashion, Dimitrov’s short-

hand renderings of words and phrases, which can nearly always be reli-

ably determined from the context, are simply filled in the brackets:

“adv[iser]” or “part[isan].”

Common abbreviations for official bodies or bureaucracies (“CP” for

“Communist Party,” “CC” for “Central Committee,” “PB” for Polit-

buro, and so on) are standardized throughout the text and explained ini-



liv Notes on Transliteration and Usage

tially in brackets. Such acronyms also appear in the list of abbreviations in

the front matter to the book. For references to foreign Communist parties,

Dimitrov’s standard usage is usually preserved: “American CP,” “CP of

Germany,” “Yugoslav CP,” “CP of Finland,” and so forth, without regard

to the original English, German, Croatian, Serbian, or Finnish renderings.

Unfamiliar and cumbersome Russian acronyms (such as “Narkomin-

del” or “Narkomvneshtorg,” for the People’s Commissariat for Foreign

Affairs and the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Trade, respectively) are

given in full English translation whenever they occur. The same pattern is

followed for the title “narkom,” which is given simply as “people’s com-

missar”; however, better-known acronyms or abbreviations (such as that

for the dreaded NKVD) are given in their familiar form. Try as we might,

it proved impossible to find dates of birth or death for some of the vast

cast of characters in this book. Like human lives, diaries, even when

edited, can seldom be brought to perfection. 




