
Milan Simecka

Verso



DR. MILAN Simecka was born on 6 March 1930 in the Moravian 
town of Novy Bohumin. From 1954 he worked as a lecturer at 
Bratislava’s Comenius University, and in the sixties he wrote for 
many journals known for their reformist politics, Kultumy zivot, 
Liter ami listy and others, as well as for radio and television. In March 
1970 he was expelled from the university and worked as a driver and a 
building worker. He was held in custody on a charge o f‘suberversion 
of the republic’ from May 1981 to May 1982, but the case was never 
brought to trial. He has been publishing samizdat essays and articles 
since 1975 and is regarded as one of the finest political commentators 
in Czechoslovakia.



The Restoration of Order
The Normalization of Czechoslovakia
1969 -1976

With a Prejace by TAenek Mlynar 
Translated by A.G. Brain



British Library
Cataloging in Publication Data

Simecka, Milan
The restoration of order
1. Czechoslovakia —History—Intervention— 1968-
2. Czechoslovakia— Politics and government— 1968- 
I. Title II. Obnoveni poradku. English

943.7'043 DB 2228.7

First published as 
Obnoveni Poadku
©Milan Simecka, Bratislava 1984

This translation first published by 
Verso Editions, 15 Greek Street London W 1 
©Verso Editions 1984

Filmset in Baskerville by 
PRG Graphics Ltd 
Redhill, Surrey

Printed by
The Thetford Press Ltd 
Thetford, Norfolk

ISBN 086091 081 4
0 86091 786 X pbk



Contents

Preface by Zdenek Mlynar 6
Introduction 13

1. Disorder 20
2. The Master Link 28
3. Screening 36
4. Expulsion 44
5. The Media 50
6. Blacklisting 57
7. Occupational Persecution 65
8. Civilized Violence 72
9. The Police 80

10. Interrogations, Surveillance and House Searches 89
11. The Courts 99
12. Hostage of the State 107
13. Education as a Privilege 113
14. The State Lie 119
15. Corruption 127
16. Adaptation 137
17. Positive Attributes 146
18. In Europe 153

Notes 164



Preface

W hat ‘A ctually-existing Socialism’* 
does to People

b y  Zdenek Mlynar

There are many articles, monographs and books available to the 
Western reader describing what has happened (and what is still 
happening) in Czechoslovakia since the Soviet intervention of August 
1968. So why publish yet another book on the subject, moreover one 
written over six years ago?

I think there is every reason for an English edition of Simecka’s 
Restoration of Order. Despite an abundance of information, the non
specialist cannot follow everything relating to the subject systemati
cally, and is often left with a rather uncertain and contradictory 
impression of the situation in Czechoslovakia today. S/he can 
imagine Soviet troops on the streets of Czech and Slovak cities; police 
control of public and private life; and political trials of groups that 
somehow dare to express non-conformist ideas. In short it is not 
unlike life in an enemy-occupied country during the war; conditions 
similar to those found in dictatorships, which are only able to sustain 
themselves against the pressure of an embittered people by daily 
resorting to intimidation against their own population.

Yet at the same time one is told that shops in Czechoslovakia are a 
consumer paradise in comparison with Polish or Soviet ones, and 
tourists see how well-dressed people on the streets are. Most of these 
people get into their own cars on Friday to spend the weekend in their 
own country cottages, and none of them is the least bit interested in 
political trials or even the political regime in their own country.

Both these images are accurate in their own way: there is an 
authoritarian regime in Czechoslovakia, which derives its legitimacy 
ultimately from foreign, Soviet troops — and at the same time one can 
observe how people appear to remain unaware of the situation and 
make no attempt to protest. The Westerner finds this contradictory 
state of affairs hard to grasp and is often unsure what to make of it. 
Simecka’s book can contribute to an understanding of this perhaps



better than the great majority of articles, books and other material 
which is already available to the Westerner.

Simecka answers one important question which is usually ignored: 
what is done to people who live under such conditions, and indeed 
how are they able to survive them? In every chapter of Simecka’s book 
this question is put again and again from different angles, and the 
reader is always rewarded with a concrete answer. In the style of a 
general reportage of the years 1969-77, the author has given us a 
very lively, arrestingly and comprehensively written picture of the 
socio-psychological background to the process, which is usually only 
expressed in such abstract terms as ‘the normalization of political 
conditions’ (in the vocabulary of the regime’s officiai propaganda) or 
‘the violent restoration of a Soviet-style dictatorship’ (in the vocab
ulary of critical political scientists and journalists).

Simecka describes how in everyday life the regime exerts the most 
varied types of pressure on people’s behaviour. He explains how and 
why the great majority of people submit to that pressure and behave 
as the regime demands according to the ‘rules of the game’ which it 
has imposed. As soon as people begin to accept those rules and act in 
accordance with them, their behaviour not only strenghthens the 
regime, it even begins to reproduce it. They may consider the regime 
bad, imbecilic and dictatorial, they may not believe in it, and they 
certainly do not recognize it as their own. Nonetheless by their be
haviour they prolong its existence and contribute to its development.

In this way the great majority lives — or more accurately survives. 
Then there is of course that small minority which refuses to play by 
the regime’s rules. Their problems are explored in the chapters 
Occupational Persecution, The Police, Interrogations, Surveillance and House 
Searches, and The Courts amongst others.

Simecka’s reportage of this drama in the lives of Czechoslovak 
people has a concrete historical setting. Although he is writing about 
a concrete situation in one country, his study is of value to our 
understanding of other East European countries at different times. 
Simecka details a certain recipe for the ‘consolidation of actually- 
existing socialism’, to which the head chefs in the political kitchen of 
the entire Soviet bloc contribute. It is for this reason that the book has 
lost none of its significance after six years — nor shall it (regrettably) in 
the foreseeable future.

Simecka’s book is of interest to the Western reader for other reasons 
as well. In this year Simecka’s text, which describes everyday authori
tarian reality, will inevitably invite comparison with George Orwell’s 
grim vision. The co-incidences and similarities are too numerous to
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be listed in this introduction. These will become apparent to the 
individual reader. However there are also important differences 
which are worth pointing out.

When we read in Simecka how ‘order was restored’ (that is the 
re-establishment and consolidation of a stalinist system), we defi
nitely do not get the impression that this was realized according to 
some fiendishly constructed, subtle plan, which was carefully pre
pared and enacted by a master brain at the centre of political power. 
Rather we have the opposite impression that in this case the decisive 
role was played by the simple, indeed primitive manipulation of 
human interests and peculiarities. This was on the whole easily 
achieved — and in those cases where it was not, brute force was relied 
on.

Were we to consider as a measure of the system’s perfection the 
intellectual level and unswerving singlemindedness of those in power, 
Orwell’s vision of an authoritarian state is indisputably more perfect 
than the one obtaining in Czechoslovakia today. If however that 
measure of perfection is the ability of the system to survive in real 
human conditions, then the reverse is unfortunately true. Simecka 
argues that this reality is stronger and more capable of surviving than 
any distopia:

In order to integrate into the new society, all the citizen had to do 
was to come to terms with a few very basic notions: that there is 
only one party of government; that there is only one truth; that 
everything belongs to the State which is also the sole employer; 
that the individual’s fate rests on the favour of the State; that the 
world is divided into friends and foes; that assent is rewarded, 
dissent penalized; that it is senseless to kick against the pricks; that 
the State does not require the entire person, just the part that 
projects above the surface of public life; and that if this part accepts 
the sole truth then the individual may do what he or she likes in the 
private sphere. The State made it clear to its citizens that it did not 
require them to believe wholeheartedly the arguments put out by 
daily propaganda. It would happily make do with passive 
loyalty and acceptance of the basic rules governing relations 
between citizen and State.

People who live in such existing authoritarian systems do not actually 
have to love Big Brother and be convinced of his unmistakable genius: 
it is sufficient merely to behave in public as if that is how they felt. It is 
undoubtedly preferable to being in a system that literally brain-
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washes the individual into loving Big Brother and recognizing his 
genius. The great drawback for people is that these regimes are not 
fictional but real.

Simecka’s portrayal of one of these regimes helps the Western 
reader understand that s/he is not dealing with something so far 
removed from his or her experience as it might appear at first glance. 
Certainly it will appear odd to British readers how expulsion from the 
Communist Party leads to the destruction of someone’s existence, and 
they can hardly imagine something similar happening to them. Life in 
a Soviet system may even seem a little exotic, not corresponding in the 
slightest to fundamental problems facing Westerners. But just read 
the chapter Screening and the fate of people in Czechoslovakia soon 
becomes clearer and more comprehensible.

Simecka demonstrates that the process of ‘purging the Party and 
public life’ was not a conflict between abstract ideological postulates, 
but instead intended to mould a certain human type, who could be 
simultaneously ruled over by another human type. In practice this is 
ultimately determined by the intuition of those in power which ‘above 
all else . . . values obedience, loyalty, dependability, mediocrity, 
respectability, caution, moral weakness, and so on. It rejects most 
categorically: singularity, independence of mind, generosity, tole
rance, excessive education, high moral principles, aversion to 
officialese, courage and so on. But it also takes exception to a know
ledge of foreign languages, a sense of humour, any hair style but 
short-back-and-sides, and so on.’

Patronage is of course by no means foreign to Westerners. They 
have their own experiences of the relations that obtain between 
people and institutions. Here again the chapter entitled Adaptation 
breaks down barriers for the Western reader. In his fifties bestseller 
The Lonely Crowd David Riesman was not considering Soviet, but 
modern Western society when describing the ‘externally-controlled 
man’. It is precisely this type of person who is also capable of adapting 
to conditions in contemporary Czechoslovakia and the Soviet bloc in 
general.

So in these areas Simecka’s book removes cultural obstacles and 
helps to prevent the political rift between East and West from extend
ing into relations between people. If Simecka has done no more than 
this, it is justification enough for his book to be translated into all 
West European languages.

It is self-evident that Simecka was unable to write about certain 
things which we now regard as being of great importance. It was in 
1977, the year he finished the book, that a movement was born in
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Czechoslovakia demanding the observance of human and civil rights, 
known today as Charta 77. This demonstrated that those who do not 
wish to accept the ‘rules of the game’ imposed by the regime, and who 
refuse to continue living a lie, are not quite so powerless. When they 
express their opinions publicly, the supposedly omnipotent political 
powers panic like the fairy-tale emperor exposed by the little boy.

O f course Charta 77 has not changed the balance of forces in 
Czechoslovakia. Why should it remain such a small group, yet at the 
same time enjoy the covert support of millions? Simecka is also able to 
give us a partial answer to this: the vast majority of people have 
adapted themselves to the system, but ‘the adaptation is at most 
superficial and only really affects that portion of the individual that 
can be seen publicly.’

Were he writing the book today, Simecka would undoubtedly have 
reconsidered the fate of Czechoslovakia in the wider context of Euro
pean politics. The debate with the West German student left which he 
remembers from 1968 has long since ceased. ‘Detente’ as it emerged 
from the Helsinki conference of 1975 can now hardly be taken as a 
starting-point for a discussion on contemporary Europe. And the 
hope inspired by eurocommunism has not fulfilled the promise of the 
early seventies.

Certain ideas from the Positive Attributes chapter have failed to stand 
the test of time. But it must be remembered that twice as much time 
distances us now from the Prague Spring as when Simecka was 
writing. Yet at the same time it is in this chapter that one of the most 
important elements of the book becomes quite clear. It was not 
written by a disinterested observer outside ‘the process of political 
normalization’ and unaffected by the ‘restoration of order’. It was 
written by a man with an intimate experience of the whole process, 
someone who was both inspired and wounded by events, who knew 
both despair and hope — and yet remained true to himself despite 
everything. His report on recent Czechoslovak history is both subjec
tive and a statement about the author himself.

In the sixties Milan Simecka belonged to the reform communists, 
as they are now generally called. This description of his political 
position is only of superficial value. It was only after the defeat of the 
Prague Spring of 1968 that one began to see who was who—among the 
reform communists as much as among other political currents. Since 
then Simecka has not only shared the fate of the many who suffered 
dismissal and discrimination, he has been sacked from his university 
post and spent over a year in goal. He became one of the most 
expressive literary figures of Czechoslovak political culture. Those
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things worth living for are not to be found in the shadowy empire of 
ideology and politics, but in the real world of human experience, 
feelings and dignity. He knows and has proved with his own life that it 
is worth suffering for them. Only after this scalding experience is it 
possible to re-enter the world of politics and ideology.

Such authors are few and far between, and in the area of political 
literature they are unusually rare. What they say is always compre
hensible to people across political boundaries. And that certainly 
holds true for The Restoration of Order.

Vienna, March 1984 Zdenek Mlynar

Preface translated by Andrew Csepel *

* The full meaning of this term is fully explained below in Chapter 17 (p. 147 fl) by 
Simecka.





Introduction

There are no greater protagonists of order than victorious 
revol utionaries.

As soon as a new revolutionary power establishes itself, a state is 
formed, along with all its institutions. As soon as the leaders begin to 
harvest the fruits of their new status, ‘order’ becomes a holy of holies. 
Virtually overnight, former leaders of uprisings, organizers of strikes 
and street demonstrations, distributors of illegal literature, ingenious 
concealers of weapons, partisans and commanders of assault troops 
all become devotees of the strictest law and order. In addition, they 
display an abhorrence of all and every spontaneous rally, of the 
smallest typewritten leaflet and even of the slightest theoretical con
sideration on possible reform of the existing system. The self-same 
people who, in the old parliament, made their party famous with their 
fighting speeches, begin to express unfeigned shock whenever a poet 
or philosopher voices the mildest of reservations about the existing 
order. I recall how fastidiously one of our leaders took to task certain 
people who had had the confounded cheek to put out a crudely 
duplicated leaflet informing people of the actual terms of the electoral 
law. During the war, this person had run an illegal printing press. But 
I must add that I also knew timid rebels within the established system 
who, once they had obtained an official post within it, immediately 
joined the protagonists of order. Hence this change is not limited to 
the periods immediately before and after the revolution. It is not so 
much a function of historical laws as of the general laws governing 
human beings within historical events. And they apply equally to 
revolutionaries.

O f course the observation I made at the outset is no new discovery. 
But it does concern ‘order’ and this is the concept I have chosen as the 
basis for my considerations. I am aware that it is not a very precise
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term, but it is no worse, for all that, than the more scientific terms 
offered by political science, sociology or philosophy. Neither is it, of 
course, my own concept, nor, for that matter, is it strictly a term used 
in Party resolutions, documents and directives. But that only goes to 
show even more that it is precisely ‘order’ (and I pronounce the word 
with sad and bitter irony) that explains best what has been going on 
over the past eight years. The idea of order conceals a whole set of 
factors which I am seeking to throw light on. ‘Order’ is merely the 
term that serves my purpose best.

The events of 1968 in my country have been given many different 
names. But I believe that from the point of view of the entire system of 
existing socialism, what happened in Czechoslovakia can be most 
simply described as an outbreak of disorder: disorder both internal 
and external. At that time my country was like a planet which, as a 
result of a strange combination of circumstances, had slipped out of 
its orbit and was flying on its own course in the uncertain hope that it 
might find another orbit nearer the sun. Within the fixed European 
planetary system this undertaking was quite risky from the very 
outset. Hence its wayward flight attracted increasing attention, 
arousing excited anticipation among Western observers and giving 
rise to alarm in the East,

By now it is easier for me to appreciate that the men who felt a 
responsibility for the entire planetary system viewed the irresponsible 
manoeuvres of the Czechoslovak satellite with growing impatience, 
until the day when (rightly or wrongly as the case may be) they 
decided that my country was a threat to the order of the universe since 
it might lead to other planets one day escaping from their orbits. So 
they resolved to return my country back to where it had been and 
teach it a better sense of order. As we know, they went on to do this 
with such a degree of armed might that, ironically, they increased the 
historical importance of the brief period of Czechoslovak disorder.

When the drama had finished and the audience had gone home, 
along came the journalists, historians and sociologists who sat down 
to tell the story of what had actually happened. I have read a good 
number of books about the Czechoslovak events of 1968, and there are 
far more I have not read. It is always interesting to read about things 
that are out of the ordinary, which have a whiff of adventure about 
them, even when the adventure involves a whole country and its 
people. But many of these books were not written merely to satisfy a 
momentary readership. Many of them were undoubtedly written
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from a historical perspective, with an awareness that a certain tumul
tuous period of Czechoslovak history might well be the expression of 
more universal historical trends; that it might throw light on the 
hidden undercurrents in the social systems of Eastern Europe; and 
finally, that it might turn out to have been an omen of a future when 
adventure, having shed its more extreme aspects, might become the 
daily reality of social life.

Driven by all these urges, I set out, at the beginning of the ‘consoli
dation’ in 1971, to write a book about 1968.1 completed the first few 
chapters quite rapidly, but then I found myself returning to the 
unfinished manuscript less and less frequently. I became depressingly 
aware, with the passage of time, that my work was merely going over 
the same ground as existing literature about Czechoslovakia written 
by authors with far more favourable working conditions than I had. 
Being employed, first as a driver, then as a skilled craftsman, and still 
later, as an excavator driver, certainly widened my horizons, but 
otherwise it increasingly exhausted my physical and mental strength 
to complete the work whose usefulness I had in any case begun to 
doubt. Thus it was that my book remained uncompleted and was 
seized during a house search, so that now it forms, together with many 
of my other manuscripts, part of interrogation file no. VS-CSV-4/ 
1975 in the interrogation section of State Security (StB).1

However, I must also admit that as years went by, and my personal 
feelings became increasingly contradictory, I gradually lost the 
original clear-cut view I had had of the 1968 events. Gradually also, 
the strictness of my moral judgement and the rigid division between 
my sympathies and antipathies were eroded. Naturally, the mournful 
spectacle of mass conversions and my amazement at how lightly the 
same lips could so passionately condemn something they had so 
recently proclaimed, did much to desentimentalize my attitude to the 
entire question.

Five years of experiencing something completely new caused me to 
look slightly differently at the importance of journalistic testimony. I 
no longer felt such a burning interest in analysis of the Prague 
Czechoslovak Spring. Even my memory of that brief period began to 
fail me. As time went by it all began to look more and more like a 
legend. The pressure of official propaganda caused many people to 
doubt the truth of their very own experience. I would read magazines 
and newspapers from the period and the words we used then seemed 
inappropriate and quite inconsistent with my new experience. His
torical detachment took its toll. Detachment is supposed to be neces
sary and even vital for sober historical evaluation but I had little
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stomach for such sober assessment. I hadn’t the slightest desire to sort 
through the veritable mountain of errors and political naivete which 
culminated in that explosion of national emotion. Others were bound 
to undertake that task.

It suddenly occurred to me that it would be far more useful to 
describe and understand the period following the disintegration of 
that emotion, a period officially termed ‘consolidation’ and ‘normali
zation’, that is, the period when the displaced planet was returned to 
its old orbit. This new subject matter would permit me to deal with 
the typical situation in existing socialism: 1968 had been an atypical 
situation. It occurred to me that even from a long term perspective it 
would be more useful to be versed in situations typical for existing 
socialism than in historical exceptions which are highly unlikely ever 
to be repeated in such a form.

O f course, the basic functions of the system were no stranger to us 
before 1968. We knew its strength and weaknesses. We knew the rigid 
rules governing the internal life of the state. We knew, furthermore, 
the unwritten rules that had to be respected superficially. I myself was 
an expert in the use of the correct ideological expression. I knew the 
hidden meaning of congress speeches and editorials in the main Party 
newspaper. All the same, not everything was clear to me then. Fre
quently I would just accept unthinkingly the welter of words in which 
the naked truth was dressed up and cling to old illusions and various 
atypical positive aspects of the system, which were in fact the reflec
tion of the purely Czechoslovak conditions that served to give the 
system more of a European appearance.

But by the time I was watching the system overhaul all its functions 
I no longer had any illusions. The very process of restoring order did 
not permit illusions. There was no longer any attempt at a gradual 
insertion of the new functions required for a ‘dictatorship of the 
proletariat’, into former conditions and national traditions such as 
there had been in the immediate post-war years. From 1970, long- 
dead functions of the system were restored ruthlessly and without any 
concern for preceding development. Rather, deliberate care was 
taken to expunge from the national consciousness even memories of 
the previously attained degree of ideological sanity, economic 
common sense, cultural tolerance and political realism. And for this 
reason, too, all the various components of the process unfolded them
selves in an unprecedentedly clear and transparent fashion. This 
‘restoration of order’ was hardly the stuff that myths are made of, and 
in truth, it made no efforts to be such. Hoary phrases took the place of 
myths and no effort was even made to make them sound plausible.
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Everything was Suddenly as clear as day to me, and I was tempted to 
get something of this clarity of vision down on paper before it was 
erased in the natural course of humdrum existence.

But one other aspect also tempted me to the subject. This was what 
we might call the human factor in the ‘restoration of order’. Much 
earlier, in 1968 itself, I had had the feeling that the precipitous course of 
history in my country could well be described as theatrical in 
character. Many of the previous changes had occurred in the twilight 
typical of existing socialism: namely, in secret meeting rooms and in 
the politicians’ well-guarded retreats. The faces of the actors in those 
political dramas remained hidden or they were covered by the drab 
masks of officialdom. In contrast, the drama of 1968 was played out 
on a brightly lit stage. People suddenly began to perceive the politi
cians and actors in the drama as human beings instead of cardboard 
cut-outs always spouting the same old platitudes. All of a sudden, 
people could see them cry. Fatigue, moral dilemma and human 
weakness were there on their faces for all to see (thanks, of course, to 
television). Almost in a single moment, public life came into existence 
and many people, for the first time in their lives, began to view politics 
as the work of human beings instead of a tedious, infinitely boring, 
inaccessible and anonymous annoyance coming from somewhere on 
high. Even the first phase of the restoration of order took place on the 
fully lit stage. People remembered the actors and knew their roles all 
too well. Therefore it was with a certain eagerness that they watched 
how they would act in a completely new play with a completely new 
director. I think I can state without exaggeration that for the people 
here the post-1970 events certainly did not appear as an abstract 
process of ‘strengthening the leading role of the Party, removing 
right-wing elements, purging Czechoslovak culture, deepening co
operation between socialist states’ but rather as a historical drama 
with live characters. It was a play about betrayal, love and hate, 
about sacrifice and deception, greatness and baseness, revenge and 
forgiveness, cowardice and heroism, a drama of courage and cunning, 
decline and fall, about money, envy, and in fact everything that is 
splendidly human. I do not wish to conceal the fact that I myself 
viewed the historical events primarily in that manner, and only in 
that fashion did they fascinate me. It was not until later that I forced 
myself to view them with professional eyes and started to investigate 
abstract trends, lines of development, the intrinsicality of observed 
phenomena, historical generalization, parallels and lessons. Since I
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am aware of this, I do not intend to waste time with unnecessary 
generalizations.

To a certain extent this is making a virtue of necessity. I am well 
aware that I am no longer capable of writing a scientific treatise, and 
particularly not about that subject. I simply do not have the time to 
investigate sources, read old newspapers or go through books in 
search of quotations which would help me form an overall picture of 
people and events. I have no time to plough through statistics and 
speeches and verify facts which my memory might tend to colour. I 
get up for work at five in the morning and return home at four in the 
afternoon. They would not give me access to archives and my univer
sity library membership card, which once allowed me to read libri 
prohibitif is long out of date.

But that is not the main reason. It is now seven years since I left my 
university post, or rather, was thrown out. Since then I have set foot 
inside educational institutions on only some three occasions with 
feelings which it would be better not to specify here. I have been a 
manual worker for the past seven years and that changes one. I have 
also been changed by my loss of rights over those years. I am no longer 
the university lecturer who was wont to write scientific treatises and 
maybe even believed that it gave a book weight and importance if the 
author was a member of the so-called scientific establishment and 
observed all the customary forms. Time has taken away my respect 
for precise subject limitation, a historical introduction, biblio
graphies, etcetera. I am even uneasy about reading my own books of 
ten or fifteen years ago, so alien are they. I sometimes pick up studies 
and books which (amazingly) are still published here; some of them 
written by former friends of mine. I read them and am unable to 
overcome my amazement at what they are all writing about: future 
trends, humanism, the development of Marxism-Leninism, ‘the 
scientific approach’, ‘socialist democracy’, all manner of things, in 
fact. They defend their works at meetings of academic councils and 
thereby obtain academic titles and salary increases. After reading a 
couple of pages, I begin to think that official propaganda could be 
right in claiming that people like me are foreigners in their own 
country. What I read in the various books and journals seems like news 
from another world, which probably exists, but about which I know 
nothing. I inhabit another world and I remain convinced that my 
present world, the world of ordinary people without privileges, in 
which I never hear, from one day to the next, any of the newspaper 
clichés or learned bombast, is the real world, and the other world, the 
official one, is merely its Platonic shadow. I am aware that there exist
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other explanations, but I will come to those later.
I wrote during the period when the censor held sway. It was not as 

bad as it sounds. Although one could not exactly write from the heart, 
it made writing quite good fun. It was a matter of tightening the string 
and waiting for it to break. Quite often it would, but even when it did, 
the consequences were not particularly serious. I also wrote during 
the period when censorship had been removed. At that time every 
word you wrote was taken terribly seriously and you felt a burden of 
responsibility at the back of your mind all the time. I wrote in fear of 
how it would be received and what effect it would have. Now I have no 
such fears. I have no intention of submitting this work to the censor 
and I am not bold enough to believe in the return of a censor-free era 
in the foreseeable future. I maintain that there is no better time for 
writing. What a contradictory notion freedom is!



1
Disorder

On 15 March 1939, I stood and watched motorized units of the
i  J

German army roll down the street, with their lorries and guns, and 
most memorably, the motorcycles with machine-guns mounted on 
their sidecars. I was nine at the time and I expect my inclination was 
to admire the highly polished, exotic military hardware. But behind 
me stood my sister, then eighteen years old, weeping softly. I had 
never seen her cry that way before and so I realized something evil 
was afoot. We had with us that day a strange uncle of mine. He gazed 
at her condescendingly and said with all due manly authority, ‘Don’t 
cry, silly girl, at least we’ll have some order now.’

I do not really know why I have kept that incident so vividly in my 
memory. It is rather like a scene from a film one has seen ten times 
over. A long time went by without my realizing that I recalled the 
scene so well. It was almost thirty years later when it came back to 
mind: it was the spring of 1969 and I was listening to a speech on 
television by the man who was shortly to become the chief admini
strator of order. He stated with all due manly authority that it was 
high time things were put in order. And a well selected audience 
greeted his statement with noisy enthusiasm.

The mental associations of the two historical incidents depressed 
me so much that I sat right down to write to the papers about it. But 
after two or three sentences I gave up. The unhappy coincidence 
scared me and I feared that I might be merely conjuring up the devil, 
as they say. With a bit of imagination it was still possible to entertain 
hope at that time. A faltering and absent-minded Alexander Dubcek 
still governed in Prague where he tended to talk more about develop
ment and ‘room to carry on’ than about order. In fact there had been a 
time, when he was still in Bratislava, when Dubcek had been known 
at the Party Secretariat as Alexander ‘RoomanofT. The bridges had
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not yet been burnt and it was up to people to make what they liked of 
the term ‘order’.

It does not take much to unite people around the idea of order. 
Most people are always in favour of order. For them order means 
safety, stability, social security, a foreseeable future for themselves 
and their children, attainable prosperity, and so on. What was more 
difficult in the spring of 1969 was to persuade the majority of the 
Czechoslovak people that they had just lived through a short period of 
catastrophic disorder. Not one of the features of order that I have 
already enumerated, nor any other possible ones, had been disturbed 
prior to 21 August 1968. The fact is that they disintegrated as a result 
of the invasion. For this reason the Soviets’ interpretation of 1968 as a 
year of counter-revolution appeared patently absurd to anyone with 
the faintest idea of the real meaning of that concept. Official circles in 
Czechoslovakia have rejected that description and even after all sorts 
of shilly-shallying still prefer the term ‘crisis’. With events fresh in the 
memory it was impossible to describe the pre-August situation as 
disorder. It was only when the troops came in and overturned all 
regular semblance of order, that a call for the restoration of order 
could stand any chance as a demagogic slogan.

This, of course, pre-supposes that the concept of order is the 
popularly understood one, the one I described earlier. However, in 
1969, the word ‘order’ started to take on another meaning. Appeals 
for order were applauded chiefly by those who saw behind them the 
promise of a return to all those components of the political system that 
had been challenged during the stormy developments of 1968. The 
term ‘order’ implied a return to the pre-1968 order, even though none 
made so bold as to declare their attachment to the rigid system of the 
past. Publicly, all the leading Party and government officials paraded 
themselves as unswerving defenders of the reform process and 
promised to preserve its positive aspects in the future. But how many 
of them in their heart of hearts did not yearn for the uncomplicated 
system of civil obedience which makes the hard work of the politician 
so much easier? How many of them in their heart of hearts did not 
yearn for calm after endless months of tension, and the hard work 
entailed in countless meetings and discussions, the cross-questioning 
of television and newspaper reporters and the demands of a refractory 
populace?

So was Czechoslovakia in a state of disorder, or not? It would be
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reasonable to answer one way or the other. But at this point I have 
recourse to my good political training and ask myself in true Leninist 
fashion. Order for whom? Disorder for whom?

If the question is put this way we get closer to the heart of the 
matter. Let us try and see things from the point of view of those who, 
after all, had the final say concerning Czechoslovakia’s future. I mean 
the men in the Kremlin who for half a year had watched as some sort 
of popular festival in Czechoslovakia broke one accepted rule after 
another, as society in existing socialism was being made to assume 
foreign features, as the well-tried experiences of fifty years of struggle 
to strengthen the socialist system were lightheartedly tossed aside, as, 
with credulity, free rein was given to other than previously approved 
opinions, and experimentation with them was even permitted. Let us 
try and put ourselves in the shoes of those who felt a responsibility to 
the old revolutionary heritage, to the tradition of global strategic 
balance in a world chock-full of weapons of destruction, of those 
whose responsibility was to the trumpeted plans of welfare and peace, 
support for allies, etcetera. If we sincerely look at it through their eyes, 
it is not difficult to declare that from the point of view of existing 
socialism 1968 was a year of total disorder in Czechoslovakia, particu
larly if in such a situation we resist the temptation to take seriously 
any of those declarations, old and new, about every nation’s right to 
self-determination.

Surely no other system in the world displays such a clear-cut and 
unchanging appearance to its country’s inhabitants as existing 
socialism. Here total order rules, not in the sense of underlying 
structure, but rather as a sort of political tidiness in which everything 
has its place, albeit only superficially, thereby creating an appearance 
of unshakable harmony in all things. For citizens in existing socialism 
this order is a daily fact of life; it is drummed into their consciousness. 
In the house of existing socialism everyone knows precisely where 
doors lead to, which areas are restricted and to whom; everyone 
knows what the daily routine is and how to behave to get a bit more 
meat for their supper. Since it is order of purely formal character, all 
the more strictly must it be adhered to. Above all, this tidiness has 
political implications: the worst offence against order is any attempt 
to cast doubts on it, whatever the motive, even if it be the creation of 
greater order. The house can be rocking on its foundations and the 
floors rotten through and through, but everything must stay put and 
woebetide anyone if, of their own accord, they should try to do 
anything to save it.

It is essential in existing socialism that everyone should have such
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an awareness of order. No one is spared. It is the state’s business to 
pay for the legions of custodians who supervise this order and to 
severely reprove anyone who might seek to disturb it.

The historical significance of this order lies precisely in its formal 
existence. O f course, in everyday life, leaving the political order aside, 
a state of disorder, obvious to all, is the rule. There is disorder in all 
the various functions of social institutions, disorder in the running of 
the economy, in supply, services, human relations, and so on. Dis
order is no secret between the people and the government, it is a daily 
topic of conversation and is even written about in the newspapers. But 
so long as the actual disorder does not threaten the formal political 
order, its existence is tolerated as something quite normal.

In the Soviet Union this formal order has gone from strength to 
strength since the 1930s and is now well nigh perfect. In the people’s 
democracies, two decades sufficed to ensure the creation of a virtually 
unchanging state of affairs and a jealously preserved reverence for the 
formal order of existing socialism. Since then, order has been over
whelmingly expressed in outward signs. There are hundreds of such 
signs and those who live in existing socialism learn to read them. 
Their unchanging character is itself the expression of a formal order. 
These signs include, for example, the never-changing slogans on the 
walls and roofs of buildings; the never-changing photos on the title 
pages of newspapers alongside never-changing editorials; the never- 
changing parades and demonstrations; the same celebrations of the 
same anniversaries, year in year out; the same old appeals for an early 
harvest and for socialist competition; the leaders’ never-changing 
bear-hugs and the never-changing structure of their speeches; the 
never-changing spectacle of pioneers running through a congress hall 
to present flowers to the leaders; the never-changing state funerals 
and wreath-layings; the same old successes of our products at home 
and abroad; the ever-rising standard of living at home contrasted 
with crisis and decline abroad; the same old struggle for peace along
side increasing defence capability; and many, many others. Citizens 
of existing socialism are not consciously aware of most of these signs, 
but should any change in them occur, they react immediately, by 
suddenly fixing their attention on political developments. Changes in 
the outward signs of order normally signal a deep-seated process of 
change in society.

It does not take much imagination to appreciate the alarming effect 
that the changes in the outward signs of Czechoslovak socialism in 
1968 had on the neighbouring people’s democracies and the Soviet 
Union. I remain convinced to this very day that it was those changes
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in the façade of Czechoslovak society which, above all, and most 
convincingly, fostered the idea that widespread disorder reigned here. 
For with the greatest ill-will in the world it would be impossible to find 
evidence of any more substantial changes in the social structure; no 
fraction of the nation’s property had passed into private hands; not 
one agricultural cooperative had been disbanded; no opposition party 
had been created and the Communist Party had not given way on any 
fundamental theoretical postulate. The government, it is true, was 
considering the possibility of a small dollar loan, but it was quickly 
condemned as a counter-revolutionary act. But lo, the avenging states 
very soon started borrowing billions of dollars themselves, and by 
now this amounts to a tidy sum.

This sort of argument did not wash with the opponents of the 
Czechoslovak experiment, however. They were too busy looking at 
the outward signs of what was going on in Czechoslovak political life 
and coming to the conclusion that all was in disorder. When it came 
down to the cardinal question of the leading role of the Party, it was no 
good, in the face of Soviet superiority, arguing that in fact the Party 
continued to take all the crucial decisions alone, and that there was no 
talk of any other party, no good telling them that the men of January 
were not even capable of thinking in terms of plurality. What was 
crucial was that the leading role of the Party had ceased to operate in 
the sole permitted manner, and this was immediately obvious in all 
outward expressions of public life.

Evidence of this at that time was legion. Party bodies deliberate in 
secret and they tell the public only that which they consider suitable 
for them. Particular care is taken to conceal any doubts or contro
versy. In Czechoslovakia, however, they had started to write detailed 
accounts of the meetings of the leading Party bodies and they had 
even gone so far as to issue reports about Presidium meetings.

Top-ranking Party leaders only deliver previously endorsed 
speeches, and then only at congresses, conferences, harvest festivals 
and on anniversaries. But in Czechoslovakia, top-ranking Party 
leaders had started speaking on all sorts of occasions, frequently off 
the cuff, and their speeches started to differ one from another as to 
emphasis on different points. Furthermore, they had started appear
ing on television whenever they needed to make some important 
announcement to the public.

In existing socialism, meetings large and small, have a very strict 
order of business. An agenda is adopted, a representative of a higher
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body delivers a speech, previously approved comrades then take the 
floor with previously approved contributions, resolutions are adopted 
unanimously and all wait impatiently for the meeting to close. But, in 
the spring of 1968, mass meetings were held without a previously 
approved agenda, unsanctioned comrades took part in discussions 
with those of differing views, people applauded, shouted, whistled 
and were loath to go home. All outward signs of normal meetings had 
gone out the window; clearly it was a state of disorder.

Last but not least was the new look of the newspapers, radio and 
television. This was the most striking sign of disorder. People queued 
up at kiosks every morning and bought three or even as many as five 
daily papers: that was probably the worst sign of all. In existing 
socialism one of the signs of order is that citizens buy only one paper 
since they know all too well that all the others will say very much the 
same.

There was a multiplicity of such variations from the norm of 
normal order. And in the course of time there was a spawning of 
various activities such as pilgrimages to famous places, street peti
tions, community projects, collections for the national gold fund, and 
so on. I have to admit that even I was amazed at the resourcefulness 
ordinary people displayed in all those activities. I had had long 
experience of how difficult it had been formerly to organize grassroots 
activity from above.

It did not matter that these were chiefly the outward signs of order 
that were being disrupted. The point was that there were so many 
instances that they could not help but perturb the Soviet leadership. 
Disorder in Czechoslovakia was even disturbing the rules of order in 
the Soviet Union. I recall someone just arriving back from a trip to the 
USSR telling us about the widespread amazement that the talks at 
Cierna had caused among the people there. People were suddenly 
realizing that for the first time in history the entire Presidium of the 
Central Committee of the CPSU had taken itself off to some little 
frontier town to confer with the presidium of another party. Such a 
rare event could not fail to arouse suspicions of a serious crisis.

However, I do not wish to create the impression that the disruption 
of the normal order only aroused concern abroad. Uneasiness in 
Czechoslovakia itself was not visibly expressed but it existed nonethe
less. The widespread euphoria concealed timid expressions of dis
quiet and it emerged only in curious and obscure actions such as the 
Letter of the Ninety-nine.1 There is no doubt, however, that the 
outward signs of disorder certainly did perturb a large section of the 
political and economic establishment. The organization of popularity
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polls and the publication of their results turned on its head all the 
previous experience of the majority of government and Party officials. 
Before 1968 popularity had been viewed as a trivial feature of bour
geois democracy; indeed, in existing socialism, it was a positive 
recommendation if one could implement unpopular measures. Un
popularity had never been an obstacle to a Career. It would be hard to 
think of anyone more unpopular than Antonin Novotny, and he 
became president! Understandably many bureaucrats must have 
realized their positions were no longer altogether safe.

And when proposals for electing directors of economic enterprises 
started to gain ground, there was widespread concern among the 
economic establishment. It had always been a bit of a risk in condi
tions of existing socialism to be a director, deputy director or official in 
charge of economic matters, but the risk would be immeasurably 
greater if responsibility to'those at the top had to be combined with 
responsibility to those at the bottom.

Thus disquiet grew inside the country as well though it involved a 
minute proportion of the Czechoslovak population. But it existed 
nonetheless and later on slogans about order were able to fall on fertile 
ground.

However, I still maintain that up to August 1968, disorder in 
Czechoslovakia chiefly entailed superficial changes. It was above all 
the change in the appearance of public life that provoked, perturbed 
and distressed the allies in the socialist camp and part of the political 
and economic establishment here at home. But I do not intend to 
conclude naïvely that Soviet troops came mistakenly to Czechoslo
vakia as a result of an erroneous interpretation of the outward signs of 
the momentous developments in Czechoslovak society. It must have 
been clear to the Soviet leadership that disorder in outward 
appearances was the harbinger of more thoroughgoing changes in the 
character of Czechoslovak socialism. The constant invoking of demo
cratization had to lead sooner or later to some sort of institutional 
affirmation of socialist democracy which would differ markedly from 
the Soviet prototype. And this would have to come about in other 
fields as well. So the Soviet leadership acted before it was too late.

Thus, whether I like it or not, I have shown once more that, from 
the point of view of petrified existing socialism and the point of view of 
Soviet strategic interests in Czechoslovakia, order no longer existed 
here. Looking at the matter in Marxist terms of ‘order for whom?’ 
helps throw light on it. But I hasten to add that it throws no light on 
the right to intervene. Still less does it clarify the issue for the Czecho
slovak people who recall the night of 21 August 1968, for at that time
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they had no awareness of disorder. Instead they were peacefully abed. 
There was no sign o f‘bonfires on squares’, nor o f‘citizens on watch’. 
There was nobody in the mountains but tourists, and the country’s 
nationals were taking advantage of new possibilities and lingering in 
their hundreds of thousands by foreign seas. The night was warm and 
those who were not on holiday were getting ready to leave early for 
work. So where was the disorder?

As the old proverb has it, it takes a hammer to kill a witch, so the 
interventionist propaganda arrived, not with slogans about the res
toration of order, but with slogans about the need to smash counter
revolution. In the preceding calm that word sounded totally absurd 
and therefore ominous as well. Nobody could understand it. When I 
first heard it used, I thought to myself that we would have no difficulty 
in countering the argument, because as Marxists we knew all too well 
what counter-revolution meant. Many tried to, and maybe I would 
still be capable of doing so here, for all the good it would do. Even 
those who shielded behind the word knew very well that there was no 
counter-revolution in Czechoslovakia. Their sole aim was to remind 
their own people of the atmosphere fifty years ago in order to show 
they meant business; as for justification, that would be something for 
the historians to worry about. Whatever the truth of the matter, on 
that night the foundations were laid for the restoration of order and 
the construction of existing socialism on model lines.

Maybe on that day another nine-year-old lad stood on the pave
ment watching the green tanks, the missiles and the motorized artil
lery roll down the street. Maybe his inclination was to admire the 
mightily lethal technology. Maybe, too, he was nonplussed at the 
weeping and cursing of the people around him and at the strange look 
of confusion in the eyes of the soldiers. Maybe also there was a man 
standing in the crowd thinking to himself with manly authority: 
‘Don’t cry, you silly people, at least we’ll have order back again!’ He 
certainly did not say it out loud. He was not bold enough then, and 
anyway it would not have been politic.
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The Master Link

Anyone who was in the Communist Party for a few years, who 
listened to speeches and read the Party press, knew all about the 
‘master link method’. This is a way of perceiving social and political 
issues in terms of a chain composed of the separate problems that 
constitute the links. But these links are not of equal importance: some 
are weaker, some stronger. Among them is the ‘master link’ to which 
all the others are attached. If the chain is to be moved the master link 
has to be grasped. Although this approach may not have a lengthy 
dialectical materialist justification, it has been frequently, tried and 
tested as a technique of control by the ruling party. Party officials 
valued the master link method in their work, because it served their 
natural pragmatism far better than abstract precepts from some old 
book about some Antidiihring or other.

The master link method was employed in a classic way for the 
restoration of order. Following the entry of the five armies, Czecho
slovak society constituted an exemplary chain of problems. In fact, it 
was not so much one chain as a tangled heap of knotted chains. But for 
the regular ‘Marxist-Leninist’, as they described themselves then, it 
was not hard to identify the proverbial master link in all that mess. 
The master link of existing socialism always was, and is, the Com
munist Party, or however else the ruling party is known. A thorough
going restoration of order had therefore to start at its heart, or more 
precisely: its head.

O f the few cardinal sins that a Communist Party may commit in 
existing socialism the most serious is the sin of allowing its leading 
role to be weakened. The functioning of the entire system depends on 
the existence of one party guaranteeing a single, absolutely un
equivocal line of action at every level of state administration, as well
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as total control over every expression of public life, not to mention the 
total obedience of lower bodies to the centre, and many, many other 
factors that can be gleaned from any pamphlet about the leading role 
of the party. Additionally, there must also be at least a semblance of 
purpose, calm, self-confidence and success. This is the master link, all 
else is incidental. The Warsaw Letter1 which the five Communist 
parties sent to the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia made no 
bones about it. If a Communist Party has things firmly in hand, it 
does not matter so much if it strays from the straight and narrow. It is 
easier to forgive this sort of deviation than an attempt to reform its 
basic standing. This is now the ABC of Soviet-style socialism and 
even such a self-assured revolutionary as Fidel Castro has been 
obliged to learn it. All traditional titles pale into insignificance along
side that o f‘Secretary’ of such a party.

I would be departing from the mission of this book if I were to start 
to analyse the language of the Party documents of the time to find out 
if there was any justification of the charge that the Party’s leading role 
was being weakened. I admit that during the second quarter of 1968 
the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia began to move in a direction 
quite different from that sanctified by the historical experience of the 
Soviet Union. But here in Czechoslovakia people were not too aware 
of the difference. The Party appeared far more active than before. Its 
First Secretary was more popular than any first secretary had ever 
been in the history of the party. In fact, everything seemed to point to 
a strengthening of its position. But such a strengthening of the leading 
role did not appeal to the Kremlin. A Communist Party which had 
gained the stormy approval of the majority of the nation, as well as 
joyful, spontaneous support on occasions other than May Day 
parades and major anniversaries, was suspect. A self-respecting 
ruling party is supposed to have enemies right and left. It is supposed 
to struggle with them and resist all attempts at ideological diversion. 
The remnants of the bourgeoisie are supposed to feel nothing but 
hatred towards it. (Incidentally, the word ‘hatred’ began to fall out of 
political currency in the course of 1968, to reappear only after order 
had been restored.)

I must admit that in 1968 it was not so clear to me. I felt that it was 
desirable for the ruling party, which I belonged to, to gain the support 
of the people, and when it happened, I took it as confirmation of the 
correctness of its new activity. The only person at that time who 
marred my carefree state of mind was a Professor of Sociology from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and he did so in a para
doxical fashion. Like many others, he had come to Czechoslovakia to
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see with his own eyes what was really going on. We took a trip to a pub 
on the outskirts of town (at that time there was still no need to conceal 
conversations with foreigners), where I patiently explained to him the 
principles of the Action Programme and everything that the Party 
wanted to do. He listened to me with equal patience. Then that 
American, whose knowledge was derived solely from books, took a 
long drink from his beer glass and said: ‘If all you say is true, then 
your Communist Party is no Communist Party!’ Then it was my turn 
to have a long pull at my beer before saying to myself in a low voice: 
‘There you are, everyone says the Americans are the same as the 
Russians, only richer. Always the same ready-made opinions!’ But if I 
had had more time then to give greater thought to that way of viewing 
things, I would not have had later that uncontrollable sense of the 
absurd when watching a tank advancing again and again on a crowd 
of people with the obvious intention of running them over.

The fact remains, however, that when the Czechoslovak Party and 
state leaders returned from Moscow after signing the protocol, the 
Communist Party’s traditional role was changed out of all recog
nition. So there was no difficulty in finding the master link. It was 
clear that order had to be restored first of all in the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia, so that, there would be someone at least to fulfil the 
leading role. And when people talk about the Party in existing 
socialism what is meant is its central leadership in the narrowest 
sense, that is, the Central Committee, the Presidium and the Secre
tariat, followed by the essential core of officials at all levels. The 
rank-and-file members are the last consideration, since they can be 
manipulated like any other citizens. In the circumstances, the res
toration of order in the Czechoslovak Party could mean nothing else 
but a change of leadership.

The leadership of the CPCz (overwhelmingly pro-Dubcek, at least 
for the time being) returned from the Moscow ‘talks’ in one piece but 
with its spirit and morale shattered. It must have been clear to all 
those who took part that there, would be no absolution for anyone who 
had supported the Czechoslovak experiment and, who continued to 
stick to their guns. All were weighed and anyone found wanting was 
damned at the outset. Frantisek Kriegel2 had to go right away, and 
was duly delivered up with little resistance. It must have been clear 
even to Dubcek and Smrkovsky3 that their faults would not.be for
given, and, I could not help asking myself why it was that they and 
others did not immediately give up the roles in which they were made 
to suffer constant humiliation. After all, they were no more than 
actors in a play intended to deceive a restive populace. Smrkovsky
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writes in his memoirs that they entertained the illusory, though 
comforting, thought that they might save at least something from the 
era of reform. It is more likely, however, that tradition was the more 
decisive factor. I cannot recall ever having heard of a member of the 
supreme leadership of a ruling party giving up his post merely 
because he felt he could not go on any more. The names spring to 
mind of those who were shot, hanged, slandered and ejected, or 
relegated to official oblivion, but I cannot remember a single case of 
someone saying: ‘I’m going, I’ve had enough!’ The art of resigning 
has never been a forte of Communist politicians. Maybe the explana
tion is that existing socialism never allows its politicians to resign 
honourably: they are not allowed to leave the scene without being 
spat upon and reviled. This tradition of t enaciously remaining in 
one’s post assisted the producers of the Czechoslovak drama to bring 
the play to its conclusion without too much difficulty. For no one 
among the leading Prague Spring politicians was particularly 
inclined to disappear through the trap-door of history. Besides, soli
darity was still more than just an empty word and the general 
consciousness of co-responsibility had yet to be undermined by self- 
seeking opportunism.

But my brief is real history, not an improved, fictional version. The 
men of January may well have returned to Prague with their posts 
intact, but they were at the mercy of those who had been so generous 
as to release them and helpless against the initially covert, and then 
overt, attacks of the pretenders to their posts. All that followed was 
purely a matter of skilful tactics and political intrigue. At that period, 
time was a most effective ally of the eventual victors. Time became a 
psychological factor of the first order.

Everyone was capable of counting on their fingers and just by 
totting up, it was cjear that on nine of them you could count armed 
might, a clear strategy, experience, world interests and hard-nosed 
historical reality, while the faintest of hopes were precariously 
balanced only on the tenth. I am convinced that the actors in the lost 
battle calculated in just that way and stayed on from moral motives, 
which were more pronounced in some cases than others. A few of 
them, at least, assured themselves of a place in the reading books of 
some future, more fortunate, generation. The slow retreat meant that 
they tasted the bitterness of defeat drop by drop. The death-throes 
were long and probably unnecessary.

Like everyone else, I was a mere spectator of the drama, and like
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everyone else, it left me with a feeling of embarrassment, moral 
disgust and shame. Many spectators formed, at that time, the lasting 
and unshakable conviction that politics is a filthy business. The 
dismal spectacle had much to do with the creation of widespread 
apathy and a situation wherein people, faced with the choice of 
getting involved or keeping their noses clean, unanimously choose to 
maintain private prosperity, to be bought at the price of formal 
loyalty to the authorities and an illusion of decency in their private 
lives. The actors in the main plot shared out fairly among themselves 
all the characteristic roles: the sad heroes, the traitors, the schemers, 
the usurpers, the lackeys, and so on. But most of the leading actors 
stayed in the wings, joining those on stage only for the curtain call. 
When 1969 was being scripted, nobody wanted to take on the role of 
executioner. It was not much of a play anyway: Czechosloväkia has 
never had too many brilliant actors in supreme posts.

However, apart from the main set on which all the television 
cameras were trained, up and down the Republic there were dotted 
secondary and subsidiary sets where the same drama was acted out. 
As many as tens of thousands took part, in every region, every town 
and village, every factory and every office. These were plays with 
real-life themes, and as is usually the case, they displayed much truer 
characterization and more convincing acting than does the big sham 
historical theatre.

The shrewdest exponent of the master link method was a Slovak 
politician with the reputation of being an honest, courageous, pur
poseful, circumspect and intelligent man, and a former victim of 
persecution to boot. His path to the top started when he was elected 
First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Slovak Communist 
Party in the confusion of those August days. The congress at which he 
was elected to his initial post differed not one bit from any of the other 
assemblies held at that time. It was dominated by an atmosphere of 
despair, anti-Soviet feelings, and a determination not to depart from 
the path of socialism with a human face. Even Dr Husak4 vowed 
loyalty to Alexander Dubcek, and made no bones about his mis
givings regarding the entry of foreign troops into Czechoslovakia. But 
that assembly was saved from the trap-door of history solely by virtue 
of having elected Dr Husak to the leadership of the Party.

Today no one knows if Dr Husak was sincere in his vows, or if his 
misgivings were only a concession to the universal feelings of the 
masses. But the new First Secretary did bring to the job a profound
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knowledge of the tactics and strategy of political in-fighting, as well as 
undoubtedly, his own conclusions about the relative nature of 
political convictions, which he had had plenty of time to reach during 
his ten years in jail. He knew that the ruling party can only restore 
order at large when it has set things to rights within its own ranks. 
And so Dr Husak wholeheartedly set about restoring order in the 
leadership of the Slovak Communist Party. Within a relatively short 
time he had licked that body into a shape that won the approbation of 
the Soviet observers and gained him adherents who did not fully agree 
with all his views, but who appreciated his taste for the restoration of 
traditional party order. All Dr Husak had to do then, was to make 
shrewd use of the start towards normalization made iii the Slovak 
Party bodies in order to strengthen his own position and to put 
pressure on those politicians in the Czechoslovak Party leadership 
whom he knew were unacceptable to the Soviet leaders.

In pursuing this course, our shrewd Slovak politician did not 
employ the language of the subsequent ‘lessons’ — everything was 
done using the means of expression of the day. Thus, Smrkovsky did 
not lose the key post of Speaker of the National Assembly for any other 
reason than that of ensuring a proportional representation of Czechs 
and Slovaks. Dr Husak repeatedly declared that it had nothing to do 
with Smrkovsky personally, it was merely a question of propor
tionality. As he had done on so many other occasions, Dr Husak 
brought Slovak national feelings into play so as to oust certain people 
from leading posts. In Dubcek’s case,5 of course, this method could 
not be used. He was edged towards the trap-door using other 
methods, culminating in his tragi-comic appointment as ambassador 
to Turkey. There was nothing left for him then but expulsion from the 
Party and appointment to the post of office worker in a forestry 
concern, where he was to suffer daily harassment and gradual obli
vion. There was just one flaw in the masterful shrewdness of those 
manoeuvres, namely: those who were being manoeuvred, no longer 
had any means of defence.

While all this was going on the press was gradually being silenced 
and the independence of organizations described as ‘pressure groups’ 
by Dr Husak was being suppressed. (He always had a particular 
talent for coining absurd, though highly effective, terms.) Thus the 
public observed all the manoeuvring in silence and drew comfort from 
the fact that, in contrast with the past, everything was being done in a 
more or less decent manner, that is, the state hangman had not been 
called in.

When, in April 1969, Dr Husak was installed at the head of the
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Czechoslovak Communist Party’s Central Committee as First Secre
tary, the public’s political notions were thrown into such confusion by 
the accesssion of a man with so reformist a past, that the change was 
greeted with relief even by those who were later to be jailed as the first 
victims of the new order. This was because at all stages in the 
‘normalization’ process, Dr Husak had managed to create the impres
sion that every one of his solutions was the best in the difficult 
circumstances, and that he himself was a guarantee that the stan
dards of Central European decency would be observed in all opera
tions. He continues to maintain this even now, and there have been 
occasions when it has made some sort of sense to me. His conviction 
must be coloured by his own cruel experience, the experience of 
someone who escaped the gallows only in the nick of time and 
endured prison for many years on a trumped-up charge. Someone 
with his background does not view imprisonment as such a tragedy. 
There is no doubt that he considers it a great achievement that 
politicians who lost out in a game with such big stakes, were able to 
save their necks. He has never made any bones about his belief that 
politics is a risky business.

In his political activity, Dr Husak gave realistic values precedence 
over questionable moral considerations. He was aware that the basic 
reality of politics is power, and he never sought anything else. He 
wanted it even at the price of lies, dissimulation, lost friendships, lost 
admiration and loss of popular esteem. When he was on the power 
trail, his declarations recalled the sensational about-turn made by the 
Parisian press at the time when Napoleon was approaching the 
French capital after his escape from Elba. I have heard many, many 
people talk about that change with profound amazement and dis
belief. One conspicuous example that has stayed in people’s 
memories was his notorious U-turn regarding our country’s borders. 
Prior to August, Dr Husak had expressed a distinct aversion to the 
barbed wire along our borders, and pledged to remove it. Not a year 
had passed before he was making it clear to all, in no uncertain terms, 
that the state borders were not intended to be a ‘promenade’. I myself 
can remember a whole number of similar changes, some of them even 
more drastic, perhaps. But people persistently recall that particular 
case perhaps because those barbed wire fences were so disliked by 
everyone.

When all the marked people had been pushed towards the trap
door, the master link was once more back in place. In the leadership of 
the Party order had been restored so effectively that that body could 
begin to deal with other matters apart from itself. The awareness that
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up there, in the Presidium, there now reigned a unanimous, firm 
determination to put things in order, contributed in a miraculous 
fashion towards consolidating the entire Party machine. Those who 
pass, each morning, through the well-guarded entrance halls of Party 
Secretariats and public offices, are all conscious of the fact that their 
very existence, power, status and personal fate derive from the power 
and standing of the centre. Therefore they love clear directives. They 
want the certainty that, in following those directives, they will have 
the backing of the central authorities and protection from the popular 
anger which they have felt so often in the past. Order at the centre was 
and is the condition for order in their own lives. The leaders can be 
quoted without fear and behind their authority there is shelter. As 
soon as the master link was in place, order unwound almost auto
matically.

So now that order had been established at the centre, it was 
possible to start restoring order in the mass membership, ninety per 
cent of whom had enthusiastically acclaimed Dubcek and confidently 
signed any anti-Soviet resolution. The grassroots membership con
tinued to display the appearance of undisciplined troops, a situation 
with dire consequences, as Svejk6 has taught us.
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Screening

It is hard to describe the sort of people who constitute the rank-and- 
file membership of a ruling party in existing socialism. It is ages since 
Communist parties in Eastern Europe were made up of like-minded 
people ready to make any sacrifice in the cause of equality, social 
justice and freedom, because as soon as these parties came to power a 
radical change occurred iti their membership. When it comes down to 
ruling, what is needed is a practical approach, not a political one.

I was a member of a ruling party for nearly twenty years, but it was 
only at the very beginning, when I'belonged to a small group of young 
people with exclusive ideas, that I felt any sense of like-mindedness. 
Subsequently I was to encounter people of every political hue in the 
ruling party: loyal devotees of the best traditions of the movement, 
narrow-minded sectarians, expounders of Party mythology, wielders 
of power, cynical manipulators, hard-nosed ideological salesmen, 
astute careerists without any political convictions, ordinary people 
with no interest in politics, convinced Christians, apolitical activists 
who blew off their surplus energy in the Party, managerial types who 
looked on the Party as a concern to be administered, and then a 
considerable number of people for whom the Party was merely a 
tiresome round of meetings and classes. But apart from these, I also 
came across dyed-in-the-wool anti-Communists in the Party, as well 
as sincere admirers of Western consumer society, partisans of free- 
enterprise capitalism and Rosenberg-style anti-semites. Naturally, it 
is impossible for me to give a quantitative breakdown of these various 
outlooks, and it would be highly unlikely that any sociologists would 
be ready to take on the job now.

Obviously, a party with this sort of membership cannot rule easily, 
unless it rigidly applies the principle of centralism. For this reason, de 

facto rule is in the hands of a small central group of like-minded people 
sharing the same pragmatic attitude to power, and the rank-and-file
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members merely function as receivers of instructions, directives and 
ideological guidelines, while also helping to create, through their 
numbers, the illusion of a mass party.

Among the membership, 1968 brought back memories of the good 
old days of Jacobin discussions, and encouraged a desire to clarify the 
murky past and create a programme for the future. Of course, as 
usual, even this activity involved only a minority of members. The 
remaining, more or less inert section was not fired into action until the 
actual day of the invasion. That event shook almost everyone into 
political activity, in a manner, however, that was to seriously jeopar
dize the leading role of the Party.

The new and consolidated central Party bodies had only two 
alternatives: either to abolish the entire membership and create a 
fresh one (as in Hungary after 1956), or to drastically decimate it and 
bring the survivors to heel. Since Czechoslovak political tradition has 
always displayed a tendency towards half-measures, the new leader
ship decided on the second alternative, which got under way (as on 
more than one occasion in the past) with a major screening of Party 
members. This used to be known as a purge in older Soviet termino
logy, but in the hypocritical language of our own Party it has always 
been described as a ‘screening’.

From the outset it had to be made clear that the aim of the screening 
was not the creation of some new, ideologically right-minded 
membership (to do so would be to reduce the Party to a tiny sect and 
to destroy the illusion of a mass membership), but simply to turn the 
membership into what it used to be: an apolitical conglomerate of the 
most varied concealed denominations, united only by obedience and 
a readiness to fulfil its role as a trustworthy receiver of instructions 
and directives. To this end, guidelines for the screening were drafted, 
and they were quite admirable in their way. The membership was 
divided into three categories: the healthy core (not too numerous), 
right-wingers (earmarked for expulsion) and, finally, the misled and 
duped who constituted the overwhelming mass, and whose fate would 
be decided by the screening and their subsequent behaviour. The 
healthy core carried out the screening, the right-wingers were ex
pelled, and the misled and duped were brought to heel. The plan was 
a simple one and, as it turned out, its implementation was quite a 
simple matter too.

From a purely functional point of view, it was a carefully thought- 
out and realistic operation. I can still feel a sort of respect for the 
cynical strategy that worked on the firm assumption that all the moral 
and political furore would subside in the face of such bread-and-
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butter considerations as the maintenance of a decent standard of 
living. Just prior to the screening I felt it inconceivable that they 
would find anyone ready to save their own skins at another’s expense. 
No-one, I thought, could recant their outrage and indignation, or 
withdraw their account for a lifetime’s wrongs. I could not imagine 
them going back on their secret vows. But, as it turned out, the Party 
leadership knew its members better than anyone else. Despite the fact 
that they always despised the finer points of political psychology, they 
precisely gauged just how much, how little rather, those vows were 
worth.

The screening was intended to make the Party fighting fit again, in the 
sense I described earlier. In addition, it was to demonstrate that any 
attempt at reforming an approved model of existing socialism would 
not go unpunished. It was also to provide a lesson for the future. What 
is usually said on such occasions is: ‘Let this never happen again!’ But 
it does.

I have studied the History of the VKP(b)* and have been through 
more than one screening in my time. Even in the old days, it was 
claimed that if you had done nothing wrong, you had nothing to fear. 
Personally, I never believed a word of it. Every screening creates an 
inquisitorial atmosphere and provides no scope for factual argument 
or proven allegations. Screenings are always hedged about with a 
welter of horticultural and medical terminology. The Party is com
pared to a tree whose dead and rotten branches have to be pruned for 
it to grow better. Alternatively, the Party is described as a living 
organism in need of surgical intervention to remove the seat of infec
tion and gangrenous tissue. The surgeons admit that such operations 
are painful, even for them. This sort of figurative language appears 
convincingly logical in its way, and somehow wards ofTany considera
tions about the feelings of those pruned-away branches and gang
renous tissues. The main thing is to save the entire organism.

Well, in 1970 tens of thousands of men and women in Czecho
slovakia were to find out what it is like to be pruned away and 
operated out. The surgeons plied their knives at every level of the 
Party hierarchy, working from the head downwards according to a 
strict timetable. Those who were still laughing on the right side of 
their faces, joked about first-, second- and third-class funerals,

*Vsesoyuznaya Kommunisticheskaya Partiya (Bolshevikov) = All Union Communist 
Party (Bolsheviks).



according to whether the expulsions were carried out by the top Party 
leadership, the district Party, or the local branch.

The screening boards were made up of individual members of the 
healthy core and those members of the Party who preferred personal 
gain to personal honour, who were willing, for the promise or expecta
tion of advancement, to turn thousands of people into second-class 
citizens whom nobody would recruit for a decent job and whose 
children would be prevented from completing their education. 
Naturally, among the board members were also people who were out 
to settle accounts for wrongs they believed they had suffered, or the 
fear they had felt in 1968 that their careers were finished. But they 
were a tiny minority. The majority were Party members who had long 
since realized that the key to success in troubled times is to lend 
guarded support to the current Party leadership. Those comrades 
were to be found sitting on screening boards throughout the land, 
judging others for attitudes and actions which they themselves had 
defended (guardedly) not so long before. I do not doubt that for many 
of them it was not easy and that they cursed having been born in the 
wrong place at the wrong time. They acted according to an old adage 
that achieved its greatest popularity at that time, namely, ‘If it 
wouldn’t help others, and just harm you, don’t do it!’

Inevitably, friends and acquaintances, school pals and colleagues, 
people who knew each other far better than any personal file would, 
found themselves face to face across the table. Who knows what sort of 
lasting effect those meetings must have had on the characters of those 
involved? When, at that time, I discovered the names of the members 
of certain screening boards, I was overcome with respect for the 
prudence and psychological intuition of the Party officials who had 
selected them. How apt had been their character evaluation. Board 
members often included people who themselves had already had to 
think of what to say in their own defence and had cursed their 
recklessness in having signed some protest resolution against the 
occupation. Later, when they received official notice of appointment 
to a screening board, how they must have marvelled at the Party’s 
mystic wisdom in not rejecting them, but giving them a chance to 
prove themselves on the most tricky of missions. It meant sacrifices: 
making enemies of friends, being secretly censured and reviled, and 
condemned as careerists. It also meant enduring the pangs of con
science, the realization of their own cowardice, and self-disgust. 
Almost everyone made that sacrifice for the Party.

There were stories that went around, of course, about certain brave 
individuals who refused to join screening boards, but unfortunately, I

Screening 39



40

only knew those who accepted. And as I learnt the names, I never 
failed to be amazed at how many supposedly decent people sat on 
those boards. Maybe they secretly hoped to save as many as possible 
from their fate. Those were the ones who looked visibly downcast 
when the verdict was reached and managed to squeeze into the final 
report recommendations to the effect that the offender should keep his 
or her job, because he or she was a fine worker, was popular with his 
or her colleagues, and in fact his or her only offence was a too 
emotional a reaction to the foreign troops. The truth is that those 
recommendations, which were intended to salve the consciences of 
the examiners, were almost never taken into account.

It must be said, however, that despite the ostensible drama of the 
situation, the actual process of screening was a purely formal affair, in 
most cases. At regional and district level in particular, everything was 
settled in advance. Those who were summoned knew beforehand how 
they stood. The victims were informed, as a matter of course, that 
they were guilty of heresy and would be excommunicated. And to 
keep up the appearance of a political, and not an administrative 
measure, the victim was also given the chance to speak.

The overwhelming majority of the Party members who were ex
pelled in 1970 had been previously ‘sorted out’ by the Party 
authorities. The expression meant precisely that. It was on every
body’s lips at that time, even Dr Husak’s. It meant that the decision to 
exclude someone from the Party would not be based on an assessment 
of the facts. Their faults and merits, strengths and weaknesses, and 
the evidence of personal files would count for little. What would count 
was the sort of person they were. Through the whole sorting operation 
the Communist Party got rid of most of its active, idealistic and 
independently-thinking members, for the screening was intended to 
exclude a certain sort of person.

There were no clear rules governing the sort-out, no real definitions 
of what was undesirable. Nevertheless, the Party machine demon
strated the same remarkable prudence in this sort-out as it had in 
appointing the members of the screening boards. The prudence of 
their judgement relied on a special kind of intuition gained through 
years of practice and regarded by the Party bureaucracy, quite 
wrongly, as class consciousness.

This situation is not innate. Essentially, it is a product of the 
experience of the whole machinery of permanent screening: all those 
endless meetings to decide on the appointment of directors, deputy 
directors, department chiefs, professors and lecturers, ‘distinguished 
artistes’, ‘national artistes’, ‘masters of sport’, medal holders,



speakers at ceremonials and funerals, etcetera. It is also, of course, the 
product of disappointments, when, on the odd occasion, the most 
careful of personnel officers makes a wrong choice.

The renovated Party machine used this intuition in selecting the 
people the Party should get rid of. The experienced eye of the selector 
chose chiefly those who did not fit the established pattern of loyal 
party members because of the sort of people they were or their 
intellectual calibre. Only then did it look at their personal files in 
search of genuine sins.

At this point I really should describe the way in which this intuition 
functioned: what sort of human signals it reacted to, what charac
teristics and human events it accepted or rejected, what led it to 
condemn one sort of person and leave another alone. However, I fear 
that this would go beyond the scope of a mere journalistic account. Of 
course, I could list, in order of priority, the characteristics that are 
rejected or accepted by the intuition. There is no doubt that, above all 
else, it values obedience, loyalty, dependability, mediocrity, respect
ability, caution, moral weakness, and so on. It rejects most cate
gorically: singularity, independence of mind, generosity, tolerance, 
excessive education, high moral principles, aversion to officialese, 
courage, and so on. But it also takes exception to a knowledge of 
foreign languages, a sense of humour, any hairstyle but short-back- 
and-sides, and so on. Of course, these criteria did not run through the 
heads of the selectors, only a distillation of them, which defies expres
sion in terms of one single criterion. But on that basis, it was possible, 
and still is, to divide up the population in existing socialism into those 
suitable for membership of the ruling Party and those who are always 
creating problems and should preferably not be enrolled, and if, by 
someone’s oversight, they do become members, should be expelled.

Up to 1968 these categories were not so clear-cut. It was only when 
the screening was actually under way that a secret combination of 
signs came to light governing the process of classification. Over the 
years since then we, Czechoslovak citizens, have acquired a special 
sense of recognizing the sort of human being best suited to work for 
the regime at various levels. We are therefore aware beforehand what 
sort of person we will encounter behind official desks in offices, 
secretariats, managers’ suites and boardrooms. We can almost 
picture precisely who is waiting on the other side of the leather- 
padded doors of the State Security offices to welcome us. It is always 
the same people; by no means bad, just obedient and reliable: people 
who will never question what they are doing, or why. Managers are 
there to manage, officials to be officious, judges to judge, interrogators
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to interrogate, and functionaries have just one function; to see that 
instructions from above are followed below. That, after all, was 
always the way. The people who got through the net were chiefly 
those who would never step outside those limits, would never doubt 
the stability of the system they served. We look at them day in day 
out on the television news, we recognize them straight away, by their 
faces, by what they say: they only ever say what has been said a 
hundred times before. They play out their role of functionary before 
our very eyes, without the slightest reluctance. Their self-assurance 
derives from the knowledge that they will never be asked a question in 
front of the viewers which they will not have an answer to. This shows 
that the screening was an absolute success. In eight whole years, I 
have not heard of a single case of any of those who got through, being 
moved by what they knew of wrongs to others, or saying that they had 
had enough, that their consciences would not permit them to serve 
without reservations (as was often the case when the ruling party was 
made up of people of all types).

Since everyone was sorted out beforehand concerning their suit
ability as restorers of order, the screening fitted the well-known model 
of absurdity described in the works of Franz Kafka (who, I am 
convinced, was given the chance, in some time-machine or other, to 
glimpse the world of our days). There were thousands of ‘trials’ and 
the verdicts were decided at the outset. The board members then 
diligently obtained information, asked questions, cleaned their nails, 
made doodles on their note pads and thought about what was for 
dinner, while those who were condemned in advance spent sleepless 
nights trying to think of what to say in their defence. As they devised 
irrefutable arguments and gathered written evidence, they rehearsed 
what they would say to the judges when they asked: ‘What were you 
actually doing in 1968? How many anti-Soviet resolutions did you 
actually sign? Or perhaps you were absent from class then?’ But when 
it came to the moment of truth, they discovered that nobody dis
played the slightest interest in the arguments, and that a long past of 
working-class struggle interested no one. Then they would leave with 
their head in a whirl, realizing that they were no longer capable of 
understanding anything anymore.

The organization of the screening was fool-proof. Should anyone 
escape in the first wave, there was always time to catch up with them 
later. And the screening did not let up until the Communist Party had 
got rid of all those who stood in its way. Official statistics show that 
half a million members were expelled or excluded1 in the course of the 
‘screening’. Thus was order restored in the rank-and-file Party



membership, and the ruling party of existing socialism became the 
vanguard of mediocrity, obedience and fear.
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Expulsion

My own expulsion from the Party was carried out in an undramatic 
and business-like fashion. I was summoned to appear before the 
District Committee of the Party. Aware that their minds and my own 
had been made up already, I presented myself at a room where some 
fifteen gloomy and unfriendly men were already seated. I knew none 
of them, and none of them knew me, apparently. They handed me 
several pages of pointedly-chosen quotations from my articles and 
papers. In glancing through the pages I immediately realized that 
nothing had been forged, everything was just as I had written it. And 
that was precisely the question' they asked. I replied that the 
sentences, which had been taken out of context and sounded so 
incredible to their ears, were indeed my own work. I realized that it 
was pointless to say any more; they liked me as little as I did them. I 
was to be punished for what I had written, which seemed quite 
reasonable to me, even honourable, in a sense. Everybody should 
stand by those ideas which they have had the courage to make known 
publicly. I was glad that they were not expelling me for some silliness 
or other that I would have to refute. What was left to talk about? The 
principles of textual criticism? It was all over in less than half an hour. 
I regret to this very day that I was unable to resist making a comment 
about the inconclusiveness of a whole lot of sentences taken out of 
context, also that I asked them to leave me alone for an hour with 
Lenin’s works so that I could supply them with material for his 
posthumous expulsion from the VKP(b). On my way out, I gave in 
my Party card to the secretary in the outer office.

O f course, it was not the same card I had received, to the applause 
of the assembled Communists, at a Party meeting at the Arts Faculty 
in Brno some twenty years before. It had been exchanged frequently 
in the course of those ever-popular operations known as ‘card ex
changes’. At that time it was a different Party card and a different



epoch. And I was different then. I am aware that it was a far from 
brilliant epoch and if I had been more mature, more critically-minded 
and less burdened down with lofty aims, I would certainly have noted 
many signs of the disillusion and disappointments to come. But it was 
an epoch that was very good at claiming a firm belief in the building of 
a new society and the changing of human relations. I  took it as being a 
belief in freedom, generosity, the fulfilment of dreams, fellowship and 
humanity. We all rejected the preceding epoch. I knew it chiefly 
through literature, and it seemed to me to have been an era of 
stupidity and barbarity. The First World War, the Second World 
War, fascism, crises, unemployment. . . .  I was aware of no writer 
who had had anything nice to say about those times. It seemed that 
only revolution engendered any hope in them. It may have been a 
hope founded on bloodshed and barbarity of a kind, but it was hope. 
So it was more or less natural that I should reject the old times and 
accept the new.

What influenced me more, though, was the fact that almost every
one in that admirable generation of inter-war artists and creators had 
been in the Party. It was perhaps something specific to Czecho
slovakia that all the writers we admired, all the poets we loved — 
cultured people with national standing — were either Party members 
or at least fellow travellers. Aside from this mainstream there were 
some individuals, but even they respected the rich activity of the 
Communist generation. And that Communist generation went on to 
entrust the rising generation with its faith and unbending convictions, 
keeping its doubts and misgivings to itself.

What attracted me most to the Party was a need to be with those 
people of my acquaintance who represented it: younger teachers and 
students at the Arts Faculty. That was probably the only time when a 
community could have been created whose members were convinced 
that practice and theory were identical. When not studying, that 
community spent all its time in discussions and meetings, practising 
criticism and self-criticism, working as volunteers till they dropped — 
all for the blue shirt of the youth movement. But we also thought up 
ways of having fun, and fell in love briefly, or more permanently. 
People helped each other and every member was convinced that the 
new kind of fellowship was possible, and infinitely better than their 
former isolation. I now know that this old-fashioned Communist- 
style community was a very exclusive one. In a way it was a sect, an 
introspective island of naïve idealism like the utopian communes that 
spring up at the beginning of every revolution until they disintegrate 
in contact with real life. Everyday life, by that time increasingly
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brutal, impinged but slightly on our community. There, tolerance 
still reigned. Doubts were welcomed because only through open 
discussion could they be eliminated.

I had not held my card for long when I was invited, along with the 
rest of the sect, to a big rally. There we were informed that the General 
Secretary of the Party had been unmasked as a traitor, and were told 
that we should vigorously demand that he be hanged for his crimes. 
So the brutality of the outside world finally invaded the naïvely 
idealistic Communist student community. We were joined around 
that time by a new student. He had been studying in the Soviet 
Union, but had had to come back because of some internal dispute 
which made no sense to the rest of us. We soon became friends. One 
day we strolled around town until dawn, deep in discussion. My new 
friend told me how, as a member of a youth delegation, he had met 
Georgi Dimitrov. 1 He talked about Dimitrov’s blue eyes and told me 
there was a feeling he was unable to overcome. It was a feeling that 
Dimitrov, aware he was dying, had wanted to tell thé young people 
something important. But he had left it unsaid. That same evening, 
my friend declared that there must be something wrong with 
Marxism. And then it all came out. Our youthful tendency to simplify 
things went well with a picture of Marxism as the ready-made and 
completely comprehensive blueprint for a new society. If we were now 
to convince ourselves that the society constructed in accordance with 
that blueprint displayed menacing deformations, there must be some 
hidden fault in it somewhere. We would have to go through the 
blueprint again and find the fault: something to keep us busy in the 
coming years.

Almost all the members of that one-time student community were 
to devote themselves to seeking the faults in the blueprint for the new 
society. They found a good few, and strove to have each of them 
recognized as such. From time to time we would hear of what the 
others were doing, and it seemed that, slowly but surely, the worst 
faults were being eliminated and a way forward was being imple
mented. And that was true up to 21 August 1968.

Today, as I write these lines, that first little Communist community 
has been scattered far and wide. The friend who told me about Georgi 
Dimitrov’s urgent desire to warn people about something, now lives 
in Munich where he catalogues Marxism’s faults. Another friend has 
been the prisoner of the socialist state for the past four years. Another 
teaches as a professor at Illinois State University. Many others make



a living from manual work, like I do. I have heard that the one who 
became a poet travels around the villages of Bavaria, restoring old 
furniture. Erstwhile women students now have children who are not 
allowed to study. I have heard that one of us has taken to drink. There 
is only one exception. He had an aversion to doubts even then, 
preferring to sing loudly. He became Regional Party Secretary, a post 
he holds till now. When my wife went to ask him to intercede on our 
son’s behalf so that he might enter university, he wept as he refused.

During those twenty-odd years between joining and leaving the 
ruling party I came to understand a great deal. I knew almost all there 
was to know about our ruling party: it is hard to keep many secrets 
after twenty years of cohabitation. I had been known to take an active 
part in the discussions at branch meetings, rallies and conferences, or 
to have been plain bored by them. I had sat on committees and 
working parties. I had voted for, and even against, sometimes. I was 
once disciplined and sent out to work on the shopfloor to learn the 
meaning of practice. I was elected to various functions, because in the 
Party, if you are selected as a candidate, you are elected. The myth 
that Stalin engendered with his pronouncement that Communists are 
people of a special calibre, now leaves me cold. Thus the surrender of 
my Party card could no longer touch any sensitive areas of my 
consciousness; all disappointments were behind me.

Shortly before I was expelled, I was invited, along with the entire 
branch committee, to a meeting of the university committee of the 
Party. The surgical operation in which I was cut out of the whole 
organism was actually carried out there. There it was that I finally 
took leave of my remaining illusions. For there, sitting round the 
table, were people I knew: university teachers, colleagues, even some 
friends. I knew plenty about them, and they about me.

A minor psychological drama was played out at the meeting, the 
therapeutic effects of which I still feel. The secretary of the municipal 
committee of the Party took the floor. He accused the university 
committee of committing right-wing sins and concluded by remarking 
that it was shameful that I should still be a member of it. The degree of 
bolshevization of an individual can be gauged from the sort of prepos
terous things they can say to another’s face. It is most effective when 
everyone is aware that they know each other. I had already witnessed 
bolshevist harshness of that kind, and it never failed to take my breath 
away. Try and imagine two people who have known each other since 
childhood or youth. They know everything about each other. Many is 
the time they have drunkenly embraced. All of a sudden, as part of the 
Party’s psychological drama, they start to address each other as
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‘comrade’ and launch into accusations of political and other crimes, 
‘which, comrades, in the final analysis, harm the Party and society as 
a whole’. Plain and simple spite and human enmity, whose causes are 
quite banal, are dressed up in some mystic Party garb so as not to 
degrade the participants too much. How much more human it is to 
give someone a real mouthful.

I looked round at the other’s faces, maybe expecting one of them to 
stand up and free us from the spell by saying something like: ‘Folks 
what is all this nonsense?’ But nothing like that happened. Everything 
went off according to some unwritten ritual which must have been 
handed down from power squabbles at a higher level. Most of them 
remained silent. Several members of the committee repeated the 
accusation, some in a milder form, others more nastily. My best 
friend, as I then thought, sat pale and silent. Political ideas were not 
at issue. It was clear to all that the chief aim was to expel me from the 
Party, take away my job and deliver me up to persecution of a kind 
nobody had a clear idea about yet. If the past was anything to go on, 
one could expect the worst. Although they all knew that there, but for 
the grace of God . . . , fear prevented them from saying anything 
coherent. They restricted themselves to a smile, or made kind noises 
during the adjournment. I realized that the foundations were being 
laid there and then for the restoration of order and I no longer wanted 
to be with them. Those present were sunk in private thoughts about 
their futures, the possibility of resignation from university posts, the 
dwindling prospects of moving up the academic ladder. How will I 
earn a living at fifty? I ’ve just finished building a holiday home and 
I ’d like to enjoy it.

I realized that my very existence aroused their disgust. I was a 
living example of harmful stubbornness, stupidity and refusal to 
understand. They were coming round to the idea that I was hanging 
on to my remaining principles out of sheer arrogance, exaggerated 
conscientiousness and a suspicious effort to distance myself from the 
rest. O r maybe it was a failure to understand the gravity of the whole 
situation? O r was there some other mysterious reason? Of course, in 
defending, me, my fellow-accused on the committee were defending 
themselves as well, since we were still in the same boat. At that time 
they were all living out their own private psychological dramas.

I had plenty of time later to ponder the motive of that drama in 
which I was assigned the role of villain. I realized how easy it is to 
intimidate even such an educated and distinguished gathering. I 
realized that it was going to happen the same way everywhere, and 
that order would be restored. I realized just how little we are really



affected by those universal human situations, which the arts never tire 
of showing us. If we are theatre-goers, we know off by heart all the 
dramas of honour, truth, solidarity, treachery and cowardice. We 
read about them in books; we know about them from history. But 
when we find ourselves face to face with a situation that resembles the 
models we know from books, the theatre and the screen, our tendency 
is to reject any similarity. After all, life is something else. What has it 
in common with books, theatre or history? Things may happen to 
other people, but we will never accept that the same things might 
happen to ourselves. It is like looking at the scene after a car crash. 
Yes, horrifying things like that happen, but to other people. It is quite 
possible that there have been people who protested against injustice, 
were unwilling to declare that black was white and risked their skins. 
But they aren’t us. We refuse to see the kind of situation into which we 
are being drawn in such clear-cut terms. In our own home-grown 
dictatorship there’s always some way out — some way that avoids 
drastic confrontations. We trade a half-truth for a half-lie. We extri
cate ourselves from our principles, and honour becomes a matter of 
private conscience. A certain well-decorated writer, who had once 
dedicated a play to Alexander Dubcek, told me that a good soldier 
stays down in the trench when they are firing. Only when the firing is 
over does he stick his head out. That People’s Artist went on to 
dedicate his next work to the 15th Party Congress.

Among my acquaintances only one man viewed what was happen
ing as a ‘classic’ situation. He had been a student of mine, and was 
then a gifted young composer. He decided to share my fate of his own 
free will. He stated that he believed in the same remnants of truth as I 
did. He did so without my knowledge and, of course, received the 
same punishment. I hope that he did so in the full awareness that his 
action had only one significance. It was of significance for him alone, 
for his self-respect and the shape of his later life (apart, that is, from 
the admiration and respect, as well as sorrow, it aroused in me).

I can say that my twenty years experience made it virtually impos
sible for me to enter the era of order restored as a member of the Party. 
The link was broken at the time without much pain. Maybe the Party 
was not much different from the one I had joined as a student. But by 
now, that student and I were two different people.

Expulsion 49



5
The Media

When the master link of the chain, the Communist Party, had been 
forged and hardened, from the leadership down to the rank-and-file 
membership, it was far easier to attach the other links necessary for 
the restoration of order. Still waiting to be put in order were the 
national economy, the mass organizations, culture as a whole and the 
mass media, the latter above all, since control of information is an 
indispensable condition for order in existing socialism.

Not for nothing was the state of the mass media one of the chief 
complaints of the Warsaw Letter. Information is a touchy matter in 
existing socialism. Any unexpected piece of news causes the entire 
social organism to react with alarm. It immediately gives rise to wild 
speculation, and is received as sign of some breakdown in the regime. 
This hypersensitivity is the product of years of practice in reading 
newspapers, listening to the radio and watching television. It often 
takes no more than the appearance of an unusual photograph, an 
unusual news presentation, or the absence of a cliché from its accus
tomed place, to unloose an avalanche of speculation. In that respect, 
Soviet society in particular, is trained to a level of perfection. The idea 
that the media might do something other than merely purvey the 
statements of the government is so foreign to them that it often gives 
rise to fantastic misinterpretations of information received from else
where in the world.

It is not difficult, therefore, to appreciate the irritation of Soviet 
official circles as they watched, from the early 1960s onwards, the grad
ual relaxation of the strict regulations governing the media in Czecho
slovakia, particularly the Spontaneous explosion of information in 
1968. Understandably, they judged that situation to be the outcome 
of a weakening of the Party’s position in society and a sign of ideo
logical decay; for the ideology of existing socialism has always made a 
point of stressing the importance of control over the media. This was
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part and parcel of an attitude that was based on a narrow and 
utilitarian reading of Lenin’s article on the Party and literature, and a 
few other similar theoretical relics. Above all, however, this attitude 
rested on fifty years’ unbroken experience of the practice of censor
ship. Therefore it was unthinkable that the leadership of the Czecho
slovak Communist Party should have discounted the seriousness of 
the matter.

Nor was it the case. On the contrary, from 1948 onwards, a solid 
official structure for the control of information had been developed. 
This included the practice of censorship, but even in the years of the 
most ferocious rigour, it never attained the perfection of the Soviet 
model. If my memory serves me right, the situation regularly gave rise 
to press scandals resulting from the stupidity of the censor, or some
thing having got past him. These, in turn, sparked off temper tan
trums in the highest places, leading to editorial purges, the scrapping 
of books, and so on. This war of nerves had a long tradition in literary 
and journalistic circles. In my view, the popular mythology that 
surrounds various courageous battles with the censor has its origins in 
an unconscious awareness*of centuries of relative press freedom. 
Though the latter may never have attained the much vaunted English 
standards,* compared with its total abolition in existing socialism it 
was considerable.

To the writer, the censor was quite simply a monster to be ridiculed 
in countless stories. But writers rarely talked seriously about press 
freedom, just as, I suppose, one should not, according to the old 
saying, talk about nooses in the home of one who has been hanged. 
Censorship did not exist to prevent criticism of the socialist regime 
being published: nobody would dare submit such things to the censor 
anyway. Rather, its primary aim was to maintain an overall official 
drabness in all sections of the media, and to prevent the publication of 
anything original. It was not so much a censorship of press content as 
of press standards.

But the trouble is that nothing in Czechoslovakia is perfect, and 
that applies particularly to official directives. The sceptical, sardonic 
and disorderly mentality of the people gradually undermined total 
control over information. And in the spaces that people made for 
themselves, refreshingly original creations began to emerge in the 
realms of ideas and the arts. This was as true of the press as it was of 
radio, television, film, and all other means of mass communication.

* The freedom of the British press has long been popularly considered exemplary in 
C zechoslovakia.
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Even censors are human, and as such, they often succumbed to public 
pressure. Just as in prison, even the warders and prisoners sometimes 
come to some working arrangement, so it was that a certain tolerance 
and mutual respect grew up between censors and editors. The out
come of all this was the creation of increasing scope for excellence, 
critical ideas and a freshness of approach in the media. Naturally it 
could be seen in the growing amount of criticism of the glaring faults 
of the social system, in the wider range of issues that could be raised, 
and in a broadening field of artistic creation. For example, something 
that started off as a provocative philosophical analysis of a burning 
issue in the pages of a low circulation monthly, might well end up as a 
modern television programme for millions of viewers. This started to 
happen from 1963 onwards. Even before January 1968 a relative 
freedom reigned in the media, one such as had never previously been 
recorded in the annals of existing socialism, apart from a brief period 
in Poland in 1956.

O f course, that relative freedom was a constant source of irritation 
to many of our leaders, but it was not easy to attack it openly. In 
Czechoslovakia at that time, even through non-public channels, it did 
not take long for the public at large to identify the enemies of our little 
homespun press freedom, and not many of our political leaders 
hankered after that kind of reputation. During that period, the public 
activity of most of the creative personalities of the radio, press and 
television improved immeasurably. Many of them even achieved a 
remarkable degree of political and moral authority, something that 
was observed with envy by certain politicians. It was a new 
phenomenon among the traditions of the mass media in existing 
socialism, which otherwise strive for anonymity and prefer its 
announcers to be mere official mouthpieces.

But in the natural course of events, commentators increasingly took 
the place of official mouthpieces, and even those who only read 
reports from the official press agencies were able to convey, through 
their tone of voice or expression, that news of democratic develop
ments gave them greater pleasure than other kinds. The authority of 
the journalists in the mass media derived not only from their profes
sional qualities but also from the democratic role which the infor
mation network frequently fulfilled, a function that was long since 
moribund in the actual political institutions. This authority was 
achieved not only by political commentators, but also by writers, 
actors, singers and all those cultural representatives whose appear
ances in the mass media engendered hope for a democratic develop
ment in the country. All those people played a major role in forming
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public opinion and during that period most of them truly deserved 
their enhanced reputations. Hence they became the natural spokes
persons of the people during those fateful August days. None of them 
needed any introduction; people literally knew them by their voices.

But even though I would be quite happy to go on describing the 
remarkable achievements of the modern mass media in Czecho
slovakia, I am committed to writing about their subsequent decline 
and ruin as the restoration of order ran its course. Because of the role 
played by the mass media almost throughout the 1960s, and particu
larly in 1968, it was absolutely clear that order would not be restored 
until they were firmly back in the hands of the Party and state. In 
other words, the mass media would have to be returned back to the 
place ascribed to them in the teachings and traditions of existing 
socialism.

With the best will in the world one can find nothing in either Marx 
or Engels to support the theory of total control of information. On the 
contrary, Marx wrote that the censor was a monstrosity of civilization 
(a phrase that makes a rhyme in Czech, by which it is easily remem
bered). We are more likely to find support in Cabet’s Voyage to l caña,' 
in which the author grumbles about the freedom and confusing 
multiplicity of bourgeois newspapers and allows his utopian Icaria to 
have only one central press organ from which the provincial papers 
copy the main news. When I read his book a long time ago, I was 
amazed to find such a precise prediction of how the press is run in 
existing socialism. There is no ‘scientific socialist’ teaching about 
censorship. There merely exist some confused axioms about main
taining a Communist ethos in the press, about its organizational role, 
class basis, and so on. The total regulation of information in existing 
socialism was a requirement based on purely practical considera
tions, and nobody has ever managed to provide a credible theoretical 
justification for it.

What theory there is has mostly dwelt oh the educative role of the 
press and information. But from the first, the educative role consisted 
purely and simply of filtering out unpleasant information, distorting 
news and disseminating open lies when the need arose. The educative 
function automatically gave rise to a whole lot of reservations about 
truth. I used to hear them so often that I still know them ofTby heart: 
we agree that truth is a medicine, of course, but medicines are harmful 
if taken in too large doses at once; it is far better in drops. A journalist 
must not be a m’ere purveyor of facts; every fact must be interpreted



54

from a class viewpoint. Readers must not be given a choice of views; 
they have to be protected from choosing the wrong one. It is better to 
conceal information than to aggravate the public, and so on.

The restoration of order required no theoretical backing for the 
elimination of what remained of press freedom. It was only necessary 
to apply the well-known model of total control over the written and 
spoken word as it had existed in the 1950s—perhaps even with some of 
the refinements that had proved so effective in the fraternal states. 
What was entailed was the placing of the media at the exclusive 
service of the Party and state and the creation of an organizational 
structure to guarantee this role. This second task could be carried out 
only after a screening that automatically excluded from media 
activity the absolute majority of those \yho had helped in the past to 
give the Czechoslovak media their unique character.

It was not too difficult to prevent undesirable information from 
reaching the public, and for this purpose strict censorship was 
restored. What was more difficult was positive action, namely, bring
ing into existence the sort of propaganda network that could be relied 
upon to handle the ideological somersaults of that strange epoch. But 
even that task was fulfilled, though I, like many others, had con
sidered it impossible. By 1972 Czechoslovakia had its very own 
error-free information network. A perfect monotony suddeny per
vaded the Czechoslovak mass media, so that it consisted solely of drab 
official news, turgid polemics against defenceless opponents, un
bounded festivity, optimistic fanfares, and the absence of any idea 
that might fall outside the accepted reality of existing socialism.

The good old stereotypes that had once been an excuse for news 
and information were again the rule. Once more, editorials full of 
astounding clichés began to appear. Once again news presentation 
began to follow the well-known pattern, starting with a seemingly 
endless number of state visits or greetings telegrams in which it is 
forbidden to abbreviate the names of fraternal parties or states. Once 
more tractors and combine harvesters started to roll across the screen. 
Once more we could see the turning wheels of factories, iron pouring 
from furnaces, and hear chosen foremen recite platitudes about pro
duction commitments. Once more, photos from workplaces were 
back in the newspapers, not to report on anything, but with a purely 
‘ornamental’ function. Directors began, once more, to sppak in front 
of the camera about the fulfilment of targets. Leaders once again 
kissed and hugged; the Presidium rose to applaud the speaker and 
was joined obediently by those in the body of the hall.

The face of capitalism we see now is one of poverty, unemployment,
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urban crime and political double-dealing: the commentary is vir
tually always the same. It does not worry the Party that the endless 
welter of propaganda merely alienates and bores the audience, 
thereby defeating its purpose; it is still better than sober, matter-of- 
fact, well-intentioned criticism. Nothing must smack of the destruc
tive past. Lying is forgivable in the service of the cause.

Existing socialism requires, above all, that the appearance of order 
should reign in the media. This means that, to all intents and pur
poses, nobody checks to see if the news presenters are efficient, 
effective or convincing, nor, for that matter, whether they get their 
facts right. The main thing is that they should create the impression of 
toeing the state and Party line faithfully. Meanwhile, it is tacitly 
assumed that citizens were not all born yesterday and so are not ready 
to believe everything that is drummed into their heads by the media. 
And in fact, this is correct: people do not believe the media. They are 
convinced that at best, the media tells only half the truth, and more 
often than not, totally hides it. They are more inclined to believe the 
opposite of what they hear. If the media repeat too often that there 
will be no price increases, queues start forming in front of shops, and 
people stock up, just in case.

However, the pantomime of lies and naïve propaganda has one 
further purpose. It allows people to establish some sort of standard by 
which to judge everyday matters: a simple ideological rule of thumb 
for circumspect behaviour. The ordinary citizen learns from graphic 
examples in the media, what is allowed and what is not; what the state 
rewards and what it punishes; who are friends and who are enemies; 
what is black and what is white. The mass media dress up domestic 
social problems and complex global issues in a sort of uniform by 
which they are easily recognizable. As soon as citizens have mastered 
the basic problem of recognition, their lives become much simpler, for 
they do not risk making naïve political errors. As long as complex 
issues are dressed up in their recognizable uniforms, you move in a 
familiar world, with no worries about tripping up or being waylaid. 
There is no real need to think, in fact. Should you be required to make 
a speech at a meeting, all you need to do is sum up what you read in 
the paper that morning. This is a sure-fire recipe for success, because 
nobody expects you to make up something yourself. By making 
shrewd use of the fact that people are generally too lazy to use their 
own heads to analyse or assess the information they receive, the state 
controls the media. It is thereby using the same time-honoured 
technique as the one so shamelessly employed by the gutter press in 
countries with freedom of the press.
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In 1968, people queued at news stands to get a chance to read the 
latest exciting disclosures. With a certain natural delight they would 
read articles full of a novel kind of effrontery. But more than once I 
heard people admit to displeasure at the multifarious opinions that 
were available at that time. Many people still were unwilling to 
choose, and many regretted the loss of their rule of thumb on how to 
behave, since public issues were no longer dressed up in recognizable 
uniforms. This mass preference for simplification meant that our 
short-lived press freedom was not really broadly based. And so it was 
quite easy for a demagogic slogan about journalists being the cause of 
all the misfortune, to catch on. Furthermore, the slogan let a lot of 
people off the hook because they could claim that they had been 
deceived and misled by the irresponsible employees of the mass 
media. The restoration of order went on to exploit these embryonic 
feelings so that, with relative ease, they were able to persecute journa
lists, publicists, writers, and indeed anyone who had helped form 
public opinion up to then.
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Blacklisting

Bans may be effective, but they do not solve anything in the long run. 
By the second half of 1969 the new regime had the power and the 
means to prevent any critical voices being heard in public. They even 
set up an institution to ensure this. The name it went under was the 
Office for Press and Information, a euphemism for a body whose main 
function was the control of the press and information. It was in this 
new guise that the old. censor’s office was restored, but it was not the 
old form of censorship. There was no revival of the old practices of 
mutual deception -  the scheming and trading with sentences and 
expressions. The representatives of the new regime were determined 
not to repeat past mistakes.

Prior censorship is fundamentally a civilized institution. It may 
well be the monstrosity that Marx describes it as, but it is a civilized 
one, for all that. The use of prior censorship may well prevent an 
‘offensive’ sentence or article being published, but it cannot prevent 
such a sentence or article being written. Prior censorship tends to act 
as a challenge to authors, or at least some of them. There is a tendency 
for authors to provoke it, deceive it, or outwit it. Furthermore, it 
removes from the author all personal responsibility for any insolence 
published. It is the censor’s fault. Authors can always claim that they 
did not mean it that way. Even though the censor’s office was the most 
abhorred of institutions among Czechoslovak intellectuals, in fact it 
was a civilized institution, and I, for one, regret its passing.

The new Party leadership sought more effective ways of restoring 
order throughout the entire system of information. The more diverse 
such a system of information is, the more difficult it is to control. 
Therefore, the regime decided on the simplest solution, just as in 
Etienne Cabet’s book, they eliminated all variety to prevent people 
being confused. Thus the press was re-organized along completely 
hierarchical lines. At the summit of the press pyramid they placed the
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main Party organ, which now established the prevailing tone for the 
press as a whole, as well as the basic position on events and how to 
interpret them. In fact, it had always been like that, or it was 
supposed to be. The problem was that, for years, the rest of the press 
had failed to respect the supreme role of Rude Pravo and Pravda, and in 
1968 even those newspapers had been overtaken by a quite absurd 
tendency towards independence. The new regime nipped that 
tendency in the bud and turned the central organ into a model for the 
other newspapers to follow. These were now to restrict themselves 
entirely to aping and rehashing the main line. Further down the 
pyramid, national offshoots of the central organ were established, 
representing the mass organizations. They were given the right, 
basically speaking, to paraphrase the leading stories and to comple
ment them with details from their specific fields: trade unions, youth, 
the army, sports, agriculture, and so on. The provincial, regional and 
local press slipped even further down the pyramid. These newspapers 
are now totally restricted to reporting events in their own báckyards, 
on the lines of: ‘From our Factory’, ‘From our Farm’, or ‘Our Town 
Welcomes X Delegation’.

The restorers of order unscrupulously banned all newspapers and 
magazines which would not fit into this hierarchy. The period 1969 to 
1970 saw the disappearance of dozens of magazines and reviews, 
many of them with long traditions and of a standard comparable with 
the better sections of the independent European press. First of all, 
they shut down those national weeklies, monthlies and political/arts 
magazines which had created the atmosphere of 1968. These were 
considered so riddled with infectious liberalism as to be incurable. 
Thus, literally overnight, the different weeklies of the arts unions, 
specialized reviews and all periodicals which might, in the future, 
make it difficult to maintain control over the entire system, were 
closed down without anything to replace them. In the beginning, the 
production of some magazines was only suspended, but this suspen
sion was gradually extended until it became final.

Virtually in one fell swoop, readers were suddenly deprived of 
dozens of the best magazines, and even in today’s new order they have 
not managed to fill the gap. The periodicals banned had press runs in 
the hundreds of thousands, and along with theatre, film, television 
and radio had helped establish the high level of Czechoslovak culture 
in the 1960s. All this provoked in me a profound disillusionment 
regarding culture in general. I had been brought up in the belief that 
culture is an irreplaceable and indispensable feature of a nation’s life. 
I also harboured the conviction that it was vital for a running debate
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reading minority of the population had to be kept informed of daily. 
Suddenly I was witnessing the abrupt disappearance of a substantial 
part of our modern culture, without this seeming to have any re
percussions at all. I personally knew dozens of people who each week 
got through five or six of the main periodicals. This meant that it was 
well nigh impossible to join in any conversation or discussion without 
first having absorbed the information made available by those 
periodicals. And then the source of information dried up. People had 
time on their hands because there was nothing to read. Not until that 
moment did I fully appreciate the depth of the crisis into which the 
national culture had sunk. Even now, the cultural scene most 
resembles a string-puppet show where the clowning takes place on a 
brightly lit stage while the important work is actually taking place 
behind the backdrop. Since that time, every private discussion about 
culture has opened with a whole lot of gossip, which acts as a sub
stitute for what was previously learnt from the press. Apart from that, 
there is letter-writing, as in the seventeenth century, keeping one in 
touch with the secret life of learning and culture. Believe it or not, I 
once knew a man who left the country when they banned the weekly 
Literani Noviny (Literary News), saying he refused to live here without 
it.

For over a century, Czech and Slovak culture, and especially 
literature, was immediately connected with literary periodicals of one 
kind or another. Its development and life was chronicled in them. 
Changes and developments came to fruition on their pages. They 
maintained its continuity. For the first time in the history of Czech 
and Slovak literature we are living in an epoch when there are no 
literary periodicals at all: a blank page for future literary historians. 
The only political/arts weekly is more like a court circular than a 
genuine magazine.

I looked aghast as one by one our literary journals were laid waste. 
It was difficult to believe that nobody cared how things would look to 
a conscientious literary historian of a future generation. But of course, 
my horror and disbelief merely stemmed from an illusion that society 
could not do without culture. Order was restored without so much as 
a by your leave. I viewed with moral consternation the closing down 
of Kultumy Zivot and the dismissal of its editorial board; not so much 
because it was the journal which, virtually'unnoticed, managed to 
break out of the narrow cultural confines of a small nation and to 
publicize its culture’s highest achievements in an all-European 
context, but chiefly because it was the magazine which had enabled
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Dr Husak, after his release from prison and even before his rehabili
tation, to become known anew to the Slovak public. It was precisely 
his articles over which that journal fought a bitter struggle with the 
censor. And it was the fate of that journal that foreshadowed the fate 
of the rest. Its demise was not long in coming: August was hardly out. 
It happened in a country in which its star contributor was to become 
the First Secretary of the ruling party. Had it not been a political 
matter, the history of that journal could have been interpreted as a 
tale of ingratitude.

In closing down the majority of journals, no thought was given, of 
course, to the continuity of culture. Of overriding importance was the 
political role this was fulfilling, that is, the removal of hundreds and 
thousands of troublesome journalists and reporters vwho were thus 
deprived of their proverbial ‘material bases’. Large sections of the 
recalcitrant intelligentsia thereby had their tongues painlessly tom 
out. There was no need at all to hustle anyone before the courts, in full 
view of the world’s public, because of a few ill-considered words. 
There was nowhere to write them, except on the wall; and those who 
were later to use that as a last resort, ended up in prison. This 
operation, whereby journalists and all those whose jobs depended on 
newspapers or periodicals were deprived of their livelihoods, was the 
first large-scale attempt at exploiting the state’s monopoly as the sole 
employer of labour. The fate Of the journalists, who were the first to 
offer themselves to personnel departments as window-cleaners and 
boiler-room stokers, was intended as a lesson to the rest: scientists, 
teachers, civil engineers, theatre personnel, film-makers, television 
and radio staff, etcetera.

This method of victimization was all the more convenient in that 
redundancy notices did not need to justify dismissal ön such extreme 
grounds as political unreliability. For those who found themselves out 
in the cold, there was no denying that they could hardly be employed 
on a journai that had ceased to exist! It couldn’t be helped. Redun
dancy notices could be worded with assiduous amiability and even 
include a personal recommendation and an expression of regret. The 
new regime then saw to it that old mistakes would not be repeated, 
and made sure that none of the redundant journalists would get their 
jobs back by some circuitous route. There had been plenty of press 
scandals in the 1960s, which had also led to mass dismissals, but 
professional solidarity had always ensured that some work would be 
found in the trade in which the victims could weather the storm before 
returning in glory of a kind. In addition, there were always plenty of 
colleagues willing to allow banned journalists to publish under their



names. All such practices now had to stop. Pressure on livelihoods 
grew to such proportions that 1969’s solemn vows of solidarity were 
forgotten, and journalists who now fell from grace really did stay 
jobless this time. It must be said that, purely in terms of efficiency, 
this operation of the restorers of order was a complete success. By the 
use of different restrictions, it was possible to control the press totally 
with a relatively small number of loyal bureaucrats.
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But when it came to television and radio, these- could not be just 
closed down. Mass reprisals for the active role they had taken in the 
reform movement had to be handled differently. The management 
were the first in the firing line. Then it was the turn of writers and 
performers. Familiar faces began to disappear from the screen and 
well-known radio voices fell silent. Names of famous authors vanished 
from credits. Personal commentaries disappeared, along with their 
authors. Announcers, interviewers, comperes, actors and presenters 
from every field, whose faces had been familiar to viewers for years, 
were no longer seen. Songs, plays and films by proscribed authors 
were banned. People were no longer stopped in the street by inter
viewers. Live broadcasts were axed in case anything but constantly 
regurgitated clichés should sneak their way into a programme. In the 
space of a few months, the Czechoslovak mass media had been 
transformed into a spectacle of tedious, cliché-ridden, vapid drivel 
and official optimism. The mass media were well and truly whipped 
into line, and the shake-up was overseen personally by political 
officials in their spare time. Programme controllers lived in fear of 
being telephoned by one of them and being hauled over the coals for 
something that had escaped their vigilance.

It was a time, dear children of future generations, when it was 
forbidden for a young man' to appear on the screen with hair over his 
ears and when no woman would be permitted to enter the television 
studios unless the door-keeper could discern a bra-fastening in the 
middle of her back. The restoration of order in the Czechoslovak mass 
media was accompanied by the most amazing concentration of crass 
stupidity over a very small area. In that respect, at least, the limits of 
the possible were breached. There was no one who did not shake their 
head and say ‘This can’t be true’. It was all too true.

And so it was that existing socialism obtained the style of mass 
media it likes to see. The blacklisting of the many earned the loyalty 
and obedience of the rest, that is, those who had survived the purges, 
and, particularly those new and innocent unknowns who had been
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drafted in to replace those on the blacklist. The fate of those thrown 
out of the mass media was, in many respects, worse than that of the 
persecuted journalists. There was hardly any chance of smuggling 
yourself on to the screen if you had a familiar face. The new bosses 
kept an eagle-eye on the behaviour of their subordinates, and meted 
out exemplary punishment to anyone who should secretly try to assist 
a dismissed colleague. A number of such instances occurred and there 
was no need to make them public for them to have the desired 
intimidatory effect. The news, as it was put about by word of mouth, 
was the kiss of death for courage and decency. There was the case of 
¿he former university professor who had written the script for a 
programme about the two hundredth anniversary of the American 
revolution. Not only was the programme not screened, but also the 
staff who had put their names to the script were immediately sacked 
in circumstances that caused one of them to have a heart attack and 
another to be taken seriously ill. Events such as these had a dual 
effect. They wiped out all remnants of solidarity, and made it impos
sible for those on the blacklist to request such risky assistance. It is not 
easy for someone to live with the knowledge that they have indirectly 
caused someone else’s misfortunes, which is why many of those on the 
blacklist simply gave up any idea of seeking help from their more 
fortunate neighbours.

Once again it was proved that in a totalitarian state it is possible to 
quell the most indomitable sections of society if employees are 
screened efficiently. As a result of the screening, the Czechoslovak 
mass media were provided with the staff necessary to assure their 
operation: not their quality, just their operation. To outside eyes, 
everything is in order, since a new factor has been built into the 
outward signs of order in existing socialism.

Citizens are woken each day with Morning Call, which is followed by 
ten minutes limbering up. Before we leave for work we learn* that the 
President has appointed a new ambassador to the Yemen. In the 
kiosk the day’s newspapers are arrayed, all with their front pages laid 
out according to a very strict pattern. Having bought their copy, 
citizens immediately turn to the back page to discover that their 
numbers in the ‘Sportka’ pool have failed to come up again. When we 
switch the television on in the evening, the programme news tells us to 
our surprise that there will be a further episode of a Soviet serial and a 
broadcast from a political-song festival, plus adverts for the products 
of certain state monopolies. The official media fills the air throughout



the day with news, music and entertainment, and everything has the 
required educational content which educates no one. There is nothing 
to excite us, but equally nothing to dampen our spirit of constructive 
cheer. When a plane crashes into a lake causing the deaths of seventy 
people in dreadful circumstances, it is described on the news as an 
‘aircraft accident’. ‘An official report into the causes will be issued as 
soon as investigations are complete.’ That means never. Everything is 
made to sound trivial and cheerful. If we were not in the know we 
could be forgiven for believing that a Czechoslovak Airlines plane had 
run over a rabbit as it came down the ru.iway. Suddenly the Soviet 
Number Two disappears from the scene. Reassuringly, the news tells 
us that he has been ‘recalled’. You get the impression that he has been 
called home from an official lunch because the plumber has arrived.

However, these absurdities are the most evident sign of order in 
existing socialism. They create the impression that everything is in 
good hands and under wise management. All that is required of you is 
to see that everything is as it should be at work, to fulfil the plan and 
enjoy to the full all the consumer benefits which are yours in existing 
socialism. It can only be because it overestimates the importance of 
these outward signs, that the socialist state seems unperturbed by the 
fact that in every café, shop and taxi in VHF range, Oesterreich-3, the 
Viennese pop station, can be heard from morning to night, that 
discerning listeners spend much more time listening to the BBC or 
Voice of America, or that for years now, in suitable border areas 
nobody has watched the evening news because it clashes with an 
interesting serial on Austrian or German television. By courtesy of 
Eurovision, hundreds of thousands of citizens, maybe as many as a 
million, were able to watch a Chilean and a Soviet aircraft land at 
Zurich airport. They saw two black limousines draw up alongside 
each other on the tarmac, one with Corvalan inside, the other with 
Vladimir Bukovsky. The next day those very same people read, in huge 
letters across the front of the paper, that a welling tide of protest and 
international solidarity had forced the Chilean junta to release the 
hero of the Chilean people, Luis Corvalan. Not a word about 
Bukovsky! Once again I want you to believe me that over that very 
matter I saw a working man throw down his paper in disgust and 
swear he would never buy such lying filth again, because ‘even at fifty 
hellers, it’s a waste of money.’ And I can confirm that since that day, 
he never has.

Had the State a conscious and an unconscious, psychoanalysis 
would explain everything. It would show that the State just’uses the 
mass media to relegate unpleasant realities to its unconscious in the
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hope that they will soon be cloaked in oblivion. But I think that the 
more likely analogy is that the State behaves like a little boy whom 
nothing will get to admit he has broken a window: it’s bound to be 
forgotten in the end.

I should add that order was restored in the running of the mass 
media without the apparent intervention of the censor. And that is 
something new as far as Czechoslovakia is concerned. Although it 
does not actually do so, existing socialism in Czechoslovakia could 
well boast of the absence of a censor, just as Walter Ulbricht did, 
referring to the GDR, in Carlsbad in I960. It was still at the time 
when visiting leaders from the fraternal countries were suffering the 
indignity of unscripted press conferences. Ulbricht was attending just 
such a press conference with Czechoslovak journalists after talks he 
had been having with Alexander Dubcek. In answer to a somewhat 
ungracious question, he replied, without hesitation, that there had 
been no prior censorship in the GDR for years. His answer raised 
smiles on the faces of the journalists present. Today, I rather fancy 
that those smiles were the result of a misapprehension.

There are no more tales in today’s Czechoslovakia about duels with 
the censor. Everybody who writes for the public is their own censor: 
far superior to the official variety. They know best of all what is 
permitted and what is not, through their years of experience of 
uniform information and its interpretation. Above them they have 
vigilant editors and editors-in-chief who are firm in the knowledge 
that their newspapers will never be denounced as being boring, stupid 
and unsellable, but that they could, at one fell swoop, lose all their 
comfort and seniority, not to mention their existing socialist standard 
of living, should they ever once allow a single unsuitable or ambi
guous phrase to infiltrate the information under their control. As the 
one and only employer of all media staff, the State is not particularly 
demanding. It does not require talent, skill, capability or education, 
for example. What it does require, above all else, is vigilance. For this 
reason, jobs in the press and the mass media are much sought after 
and most people value them highly. They would hardly risk their 
livelihood because of some pleasing idea which may not be exactly 
anti-socialist, but has yet to be voiced and approved. The new self
censorship functions incredibly well. The new regime scored a success 
even in an area where little hope was held out for it. Each day, when 
citizens switch on the early morning news, the very first item as good 
as says: ‘Everything is in perfect order!’
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Occupational Persecution

Screening, leading to expulsion and exclusions from the Party, was 
the first condition for the restoration of order. As I have already said, 
it was carried out without scruples, and without any of the attenua
ting effects of local, family or regional ties that had accompanied 
similar, smaller-scale screenings in the past. But exclusions or ex
pulsions from the Party would not in themselves have had such a 
pacifying and debilitating effect had not the victims, along with the 
Christians and other non-Party people who had taken part in the 
reform process, been subjected to destructive attacks on their liveli
hoods.

Tens of thousands of people were affected by this act of material 
repression. The exact figure is virtually impossible to ascertain 
because official statistics were never asked to reflect it, I am sure. But 
if we take into account the fact that it was rare for any of the 70,000 
expelled party members to keep their jobs, it is quite possible that the 
number of people victimized by losing their jobs went over the 
100,000 mark.

This was the first time in the history of existing socialism that 
economic persecution had been used on such a scale in a long- 
established socialist state. In that respect then, it is a new pheno
menon in the annals of socialism and is worthy of our attention; above 
all, because it was an operation which revealed how the State’s total 
power over the economy could be used for purely political ends, 
without regard for legislation. My guess is that it was not until this 
Czechoslovak experience, that it was fully appreciated just how effec
tive it could be as a method of pacifying a restive populace, and it was 
duly noted as a useful contribution to the practice of state power. If 
any lesson of the Czechoslovak experience is of more general signifi
cance, then it is above all, the lesson of the crushing might of united 
personnel departments from the ministry down to some local council
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work-site out in the sticks. It was not the tanks and infantry of the 
fraternal armies that crushed the orderly expression of the Czecho
slovak people’s aspiration to a democratic way of life, but the bureau
crats in charge of personal files at every level, who wielded the power 
to issue dismissal notices, reorganize or redeploy the work-force, 
provide damning character references and use other ingenious 
methods, thereby avoiding bloodshed, fuss, trials and mass protests. 
Everything was carried out virtually unseen, even without decisions, 
or at least, public decisions, and also without arousing large-scale 
reaction among world public opinion. (The latter did, it is true, take 
note of the victimization of leading figures of science and culture, but 
could hardly notice how the livelihoods of tens of thousands of un
known people were being artfully destroyed). Furthermore, the 
operation was carried out with all due respect for universally- 
accepted humanitarian principles, in that none of the victims were 
forced to starve: they were merely deprived of meaningful work and 
the possibility of making use of their skills or developing their talents. 
They were shorn of the dignity that derives from society ’s recognition 
of their contribution to the national wealth. They forfeited enjoyment 
of work and positive activity. They lost their sense of honour, useful
ness and hope. It was an operation that ushered in what some have 
jokingly called the ‘Bread Age’, in which people’s fear for their daily 
bread is the driving force of human activity.

It was a period when one generation of Communists was to gain 
some idea of what it must have meant to belong to those sections of the 
population who had been the targets of the various revolutionary 
actions and the casualties of the headlong rush to install socialism 
after February 1948. During those early days, at the height of revolu
tionary fervour, it had been natural that nobody took into account 
any of the finer human aspects of the immense process of social 
change. The general feeling had been that some injustice was inevit
able in the name of creating a bright future for the entire country. In 
the interest of that future, the civil service was purged of all hostile 
elements and similar operations took place within the officer corps in 
the army. Operation ‘70 thousand must be productive’ was insti
tuted.1 The state settled accounts with the monasteries, convents and 
other church institutions. It disbanded the scouts and other voluntary 
organizations, and carried through Operation B (I cannot recall if the 
B stood for bourgeoisie or byte /flats, trans./ but the fact is that the 
owners of luxury flats were moved out into the country). There was the 
‘democratization’ of the universities, with many casualties among 
professors and students. Then there was the suppression of the



‘kulaks’ and manoeuvres designed to intimidate peasants who refused 
to join cooperatives. (For example, their children were refused places 
at university). And then came something that is difficult to admit to, 
the fact that a large section of the creative intelligentsia, which viewed 
the elation engendered by the promise of a bright future with scep
ticism, was prevented for many years from making a contribution to 
the spiritual life of the nation.

At that period, the generation of enthusiastic young followers of the 
revolution had regarded the process of primitive material persecution 
merely as the implementation of part of revolutionary theory. For 
them, it was just another measure of revolutionary justice: the classes 
and groups which had enjoyed an unjust share of the nation’s wealth 
were being made to give up their privileges in favour of those who 
were once the poor, the oppressed and the exploited. It was accepted 
as an unhappy fact that in the course of that huge project of establish
ing justice and redressing the balance, some cases of injustice were 
inevitable, here and there. Everyone was in favour of nationalizing 
industry and taking away the power of faceless big business. Even the 
non-Communist President was in favour. Even the non-Communist 
parties were in favour. The logic of revolution was as plain as a pike
staff. Who in that situation was going to notice that this logic was 
being applied mercilessly to all and sundry: even small business- 
people, tradespeople, small shopkeepers, hairdressers, shoe-menders, 
and market-gardeners, and that nobody who wanted to live indepen
dently of the state from their own efforts, could escape it. Literature, 
the theatre and the cinema said that the process was an optimistic 
tragedy: the rich were made poor, parasites were transformed into 
workers, tradesmen became directors of nationalized concerns, 
money-grabbing farmers were turned into cooperative farm 
members, and so on. This material transformation brought in its train 
a much more important transformation, however: it was the prelude 
to and condition for the liberation of humankind. The State was 
removing the burden of property and the age-old evils connected with 
it from the back of humankind so that we could move into the future 
free and unburdened, and there live in a commonwealth as equals, as 
a Free People among Free People, as the Rich among the Rich. Had 
there not been examples enough throughout the ages of how private 
property destroyed humanity’s inherent goodness, and the profit- 
motive set nation against nation, and neighbour against neighbour? 
And all of this was what we, the enthusiastic younger generation, 
knew most about. It was all in the books we read and loved. And we 
believed it. And the literature of the day was no laggard in inventing
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literary heroes who threw off the chains of property and old traditions 
in order to become better and freer. In its pages timorous little civil 
servants became proud workers; fear-ridden farmers became cheerful 
tractor-drivers; barbers became dam-builders; shop-assistants 
became miners; and last but not least, even wavering intellectuals, 
full of reservations and doubts, finally came to their senses, stopped 
worrying their heads and got down to work for the people. It was not 
easy to believe that a whole series of revolutionary acts had been 
dictated by social envy, or that the burden of property removed from 
the representatives of former classes was often shifted onto the 
shoulders of the representatives of revolutionary power. Who would 
have credited the fact that only in a minority of cases did kinder
gartens and nurseries move into the villas of the dispossessed bour
geoisie, but instead, they were mostly taken over by leaders of the 
‘State of the Workers, Peasants and Working Intelligentsia’? Who 
could have suspected that the cruelty and errors were not short
comings of imperfect people but planned acts intended to promote 
fear, obedience and lick-spittle behaviour? The revolutionary order 
gave the public other things to admire and fed the nation’s conscious
ness with conclusive successes of activity and work. The darker side 
was obscured by trotting out the cliché about chips flying when the 
wood is chopped down.

The younger generation, which was to discover twenty years later 
what it feels like to have a woodchip catch you in the neck, had their 
eyes at that time fixed mainly on the future. They would go out of their 
way to find instances of how the new revolutionary order was freeing 
us from old chains. In my student days, I had lodged with two old 
sisters who were former countesses. Their erstwhile splendour gone, 
the countesses were now working as Red Cross nurses. To my eyes 
they had seemed happy enough, shorn of their old unjust privileges. I 
used to attend classes in dialectical materialism given by a professor 
who had once been a big landowner. It occurred to me then that he 
was a living example of the liberating force of the revolution. How
ever, they were later to take issue with his past and the liberated man 
committed suicide. Still less did anyone suspect that the so-called 
liberation from property would lead to a new form of captivity within 
the standardized prosperity of existing socialism, or that prosperity 
was later to become the sole remaining argument in the entire arsenal 
of revolutionary ideology.

All those changes — good and bad — necessary and superfluous, 
sensible and stupid — went on to form the new economic and social 
structure later to be defined as existing socialism. And the erstwhile
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younger generation became part of it. Twenty years later, after unfor- 
seen reversals, disappointment, disillusionment, and growing up, a 
significant number of that generation found themselves in the situ
ation of a persecuted minority, and this gave them an opportunity to 
weigh their own faults. They found themselves in the same situation 
as those on whom they had not wasted too much sympathy in those 
earlier days. But in those early days, they had not been permitted to 
assist in persecution. That had been a job for others, with tougher 
spirits. Thus they had been at an advantage: they were free from sins 
of commission — theirs had been solely sins of omission. Twenty years 
later that generation is once more at an advantage. The destruction of 
livelihoods does not hide behind revolutionary slogans but appears in 
its true colours as an act of political vengeance with preventive 
overtones. There is scarcely anyone to approve it in the name of some 
better abstract future. The victims receive expressions of solidarity 
that were extremely rare twenty years earlier. Though they endure 
punishment, they are in a position to remain unhumbled and look 
forward with faith in the future. It is very hard to doubt the moral 
superiority of the victims of the restoration from any angle.

However adaptable socialist ideology may be, it would be hard for 
it to justify with any credibility the fact that the socialist state behaves 
like a red-in-tooth-and-claw capitalist of the last century, that it estab
lishes blacklists, and fires employees suspected of involvement in 
‘strikes’, not to mention those who might be a source of trouble, or 
those who fail to show the right degree of respect to the management, 
and so on. You do not need ideological reasons to be disgusted by such 
practices, the good old socialist gut-reaction we inherited from earlier 
generations tells us they are wrong.

This is why existing socialism has never openly admitted to 
material persecution. On the contrary, it makes light of it and tries to 
make out that it is only a matter of minor job shuffles, that no plan 
exists, nor ever has done, to prevent the majority of the Czech and 
Slovak intelligentsia from playing an active role in society. Any 
evidence to the contrary is usually dismissed as the work of over- 
zealous officials. Such duplicity is a sign of uncertainty and an 
acknowledgement that material persecution is contrary to the real 
traditions of socialism.

Furthermore, this is why a whole set of cunning methods were 
devised for getting rid of troublesome employees without actually 
giving them the sack for breach of confidence. These were totally new 
methods which superficially respected the provisions of the legal code 
governing the constitutionally enshrined right to work. At the begin-
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ning, when the first steps were being taken to deprive people of their 
livelihoods, the favourite method was to play on the victims’ nerves 
and wear them down until they lost their self-assurance and slowly 
came round to the employer’s way of thinking and started gradually 
to appreciate the relative advantages of alternative posts offered, 
until, all their confidence gone, they would hand in their notice of 
their own accord. The new order cherished those staff managers who 
were capable of getting rid of employees without a lot of fuss and 
bother and recourse to industrial tribunals: those who saw the matter 
through from start to finish, and when the termination of contract had 
been signed, were able to shake their victims by the hand and con
vince them that the agreement had been mutual, and the best out
come in the circumstances. Those in charge took advantage of the 
semi-legal nature of this victimization and were seldom ready to 
accept responsibility for dismissals. I have personal experience of that 
jungle of hypocrisy, but have yet to come across any evidence, even 
from hearsay, of someone in charge frankly admitting to a decision to 
sack a politically marked individual. Such people mostly blamed it on 
secret pressure from above or used their difficult situation as an 
excuse. They would ask for the victim’s understanding and curse the 
times which required them to behaye in such a way. Some were even 
known to squeeze out a tear on such occasions. Personally, I doubt the 
existence of too many written instructions from the oft-quoted higher 
authorities requiring the dismissal of someone or other for being a 
political liability.

This contemptibility of the manner in which the Czechoslovak 
intelligentsia were persecuted lies largely in the cowardice of those 
who concocted it and those who carried it out, with their secret 
guidelines, secret instructions and secret blacklists. The fact that no 
clear guidelines were issued meant that victimization sometimes 
turned into a game of cat and mouse. It no doubt served the purpose 
of the entire operation, keeping tens of thousands of people in a state 
of uncertainty until they were driven to such desperate acts as begging 
for mercy, humiliating themselves, soliciting the intercession of influ
ential persons, penning lengthy self-criticisms, and so on. I recall 
people with a normal endowment of courage and dignity who, after a 
year of humiliating struggle to save their jobs, were reduced to 
fear-ridden individuals with the values they had once held now 
present in inverse ratio. I am inclined to believe that this game was 
not part of a deliberately sadistic plan but was merely the con
sequence of typical Czechoslovak slap-happiness. It was proved that 
in existing socialism it is possible to reconstruct the Party’s shaky



foundations without drastic use of force. Whenever existing socialism 
uses such force, in the form of water-cannon, riot-sticks and tear-gas, 
it is only aping police tactics in the West. The totalitarian state has far 
more powerful weapons at its disposal: all citizens are its employees 
and it is no problem at all to shift them up or down a scale of incentives 
— rewarding the good and punishing the bad. This capacity is a totally 
modern weapon. It has worked well in Czechoslovakia because it was 
brought into play only when existing socialism, in its infrastructures, 
most resembled a consumer society, that is, when it had something to 
reward or punish with. The decimation of the Czechoslovak intel
ligentsia was not in itself a vital condition for the restoration of order 
and of itself did not prove the effectiveness of the new methods. This 
effectiveness was proved by the secondary result, namely, the pacifi
cation of the mass of the population. The lesson that people drew from 
the fate of the persecuted intelligentsia was that it does not pay to 
meddle in politics, and that no political ideal is tempting enough for 
one to jeopardize one’s full enjoyment of the benefits of consumerism 
as offered by existing socialism in Czechoslovakia. But woe to the state 
which no longer has anything to hand out!
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C i vili zed V iolence

Immediately after the 1968 invasion, the pessimists were predicting 
particularly dire consequences such as deportations, political trials 
and executions. And it was not only on the losing side that such 
possibilities were being considered. From time to time, news would 
come through the grape-vine that there was a wing of the Party which 
had been in favour of such methods to deal with the crisis, and still 
was. At the same time, however, there was widespread suspicion that 
these rumours were being put about by the centrist group around 
Dr Husak in order to enhance their supposed role as partisans of 
civilized solutions. O f course, what is most likely is that the basic 
pattern of the reprisals was decided on in Moscow, and that the 
Czechoslovak leadership had little actual choice in the matter. And it 
is also likely that Moscow had chosen for the leadership precisely 
those who were most likely to carry out the sort of reprisals they 
themselves favoured. After all, it was 1968 and the Soviet leaders had 
just launched a campaign for international detente, while plans had 
also been drafted for convening a European security conference. 
Meanwhile, the international Communist movement had greeted the 
news of the military intervention in Czechoslovakia with horror, and 
the action had not even been supported unanimously in the Kremlin. 
Hence Moscow was pulling out all the stops to clear the whole matter 
out of the way as quickly as possible. This explains why, of course, 
they did not allow the Czechoslovak comrades to be too loud in their 
gratitude for an act which they themselves did not regard as particu
larly heroic, choosing to justify it in terms of strategic necessity. Over 
the years since then, 21 August has been a day of unconfessed shame. 
It ceased to be mentioned in political speeches and editorials, on the 
grounds that it was best left alone. Perhaps some group of mercenary 
historians have already been assigned the Orwellian task of erasing 
that day completely from the pages of history. How profoundly wrong 
were those who thought, perhaps only frivolously, that it would be
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made a national holiday. If one took into account all the different 
circumstances and the overall context, it was clear that reprisals for 
the invented charge of counter-revolution were hardly going to be 
very drastic. It is also possible that the plan counted on the peaceable 
reputation of a people which had never put up too energetic a resis
tance to violence in the past.

As for the optimists, their equally numerous predictions following 
the invasion favoured a Kadar-style solution. There seemed to be all 
the makings of one. In Prague, unlike Budapest, no one had fired On 
the invasion troops. The only thing the soldiers had had to contend 
with was wide-scale indoctrination by means of street discussions and 
wall-slogans. There were no losses for which the Soviets would have 
to wreak vengeance on the Czechs and Slovaks. (It has since emerged 
that the only losses were caused by a helicopter crashing by accident.) 
The only trouble was that the fraternal superpower did not compare 
Prague and Budapest in such simplistic terms. They had come to the 
conclusion that the dangers from the ideological nature of the Czecho
slovak experiment were far more significant than the gunfire in Buda
pest had been. It therefore ruled out in advance any mercy towards 
the purveyors and authors of the dangerous ideas in question, that is, 
the Czechoslovak intelligentsia. On that it was adamant. And the 
Czechoslovak leadership were happy to go along with it because what 
stuck most painfully in the gullets of the opponents of the Czecho
slovak Spring were not so much the make-believe counter
revolutionary acts, as the whole idea of democratic socialism. This 
had gone against the grain of all their previous experience. They had 
not been able to cope with it. It had startled them with its insur
mountable tasks. It had scared them with the prospect of ordinary 
human error and forced them to think about their own capacities. It 
had displayed the people in a totally new light and thrown them into 
panic at the prospect of a nascent public opinion, a free press and 
other horrors that have no place in existing socialism. I suspect that it 
was the ideas that the Czechoslovak experiment left behind it, ideas 
that were very much alive, unbeaten and still being explored, which 
made it impossible to employ Kadar-style tactics in Czechoslovakia. 
The ideas it left could not be deflected with pseudo-revolutionary 
clichés, even though this tactic was tried. It was a legacy too deeply 
rooted in the twenty-year-old structures of socialist society. They 
were ideas that did not disturb the obvious economic, social and 
political premisses of the socialist system, but had been essentially a 
response to a higher level of economic and cultural development than 
in the other socialist countries. It was therefore necessary to prevent



74

their survival by force, to eradicate them utterly and thwart any 
attempts at using them as the basis for even the mildest of reforms.

To this end, an onslaught was unleashed against the Czechoslovak 
intelligentsia. The chosen targets were not only that section which 
had been vocal and could be condemned as ‘right-wingers’ on the 
basis of their writings, but even those intellectuals who had broadly 
accepted the democratic socialist programme as offering a natural 
alternative for the future development of Czechoslovak society, since 
it was in line with their own conclusions in the light of twenty years of 
economic, political and moral disasters. The seeds of this approach 
could be seen clearly in the Soviet propaganda of the period before the 
invasion. This had made its prime targets the brains behind the 
Czechoslovak experiment; its political representatives had only been 
secondary ones. It had even been clear from the style of their argu
ments of that period. These had only dealt with the ideas and had 
chosen to ignore the facts of political life, for the good reason that 
there were none to be usefully exploited for anti-Czechoslovak prop
aganda. These would have to be invented. But there was no need to 
invent anything as regards the ideas. The Czechoslovak press at that 
time was full to overflowing with theoretical and ideological sins. In 
that sense, there was a lot of truth in the joke of the period that 
interpreted the invasion as a trade deal: two thousand tanks for two 
thousand words.

When it came to the restoration of order they did not go to either of 
the predicted extremes. There were no deportations or hanging trials, 
but equally there was no blanket pardon and a fresh start. What both 
the pessimists and the optimists had evidently ignored was a third 
possibility: a huge campaign of civilized violence against a consider
able section of the Czechoslovak intelligentsia.

It is a fair assumption that the main lines of this action were 
decided on within our frontiers, since it has a peculiarly Czechoslovak 
flavour. It called for a knowledge of conditions and traditions, since it 
based itself on the nation’s historical experience of three hundred 
years of thraldom, six years of war and all those twenty previous 
years. In short, it was a plan that took into account Czech and Slovak 
characteristics, the standard of living, proven tendencies towards 
collaboration, aversions to extremes, etcetera. Nobody admitted 
authorship of the plan: maybe it was a totally collective effort. I expect 
that only a minority of those for whose detriment the plan had been 
dreamt up counted on this being the chosen path of the restorers of 
order in Czechoslovakia. And even were they prepared, they could 
hardly have expected the material repression to be so extensive, or
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that it would have such devastating results so quickly.

The ideological basis for this new kind of civilized coercion, together 
with a sort of underlying programme, were provided by a document 
known under the title o f‘The Lessons of the Crisis’. This text was no 
great shakes as a theoretical evaluation of what was perhaps the most 
significant event in the European Communist movement during the 
previous two decades. It was essentially a utilitarian document 
whose entire significance resided in a few paragraphs of brutally 
pragmatic logic aimed at justifying the various measures of so-called 
‘normalization’. It was a makeshift affair, just knocked together in 
answer to momentary need, and as such, certainly made no mark on 
the history of revolutionary theory. It was produced for domestic 
consumption and even the Soviet Communist Party had its reserva
tions about it at the start. In its style of argument and language, and 
its twisting of the facts, it took the reader straight back to the 1950s. 
Reading it, one was reminded of the pathos of the prosecution’s 
impassioned speeches in the hanging trials of those days. It succeeded 
in presenting a version of the events totally at variance with what 
millions of people had lived through personally. At the same time, it 
made it clear to all and sundry that no mercy could be expected from 
the state for those who stuck obstinately to a version of events as they 
had seen them with their own eyes. The edict then went on to brand 
certain members of the intelligentsia as ‘right-wing ringleaders’ and 
to insist that they had to be deprived of very possibility of influencing 
public affairs. Naturally, it did not disclose anything of the sub
sequent tactics. Documents such as the ‘Lessons’ are intended for 
public consumption. Instructions and orders for eventual measures 
are given in person or over the phone, and usually anonymously.

The text repeatedly stressed that there could be no repetition of a 
situation even vaguely resembling the reform programme, and that it 
was going to be necessary to nip in the bud each and every idea that 
might recall, even remotely the ideas of Spring 1968. And the 
‘Lessons’ left its readers in no doubt that the intelligentsia must 
always bear the responsibility for ideas. The civilized onslaught on 
the Czechoslovak intelligentsia was ready to take off.

Eliminating influence chiefly meant eliminating jobs. The ‘right- 
wing ringleaders’ having been eliminated along with the media- 
employees and journalists, the next in line were academics, particu
larly sociologists, historians, philosophers, political scientists, literary 
scholars and authorities on the film and theatre. Then it was even the
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turn of natural scientists, doctors, civil engineers, primary and 
middle-school teachers, civil servants, and many others. As soon as 
the juggernaut was under way, there was no controlling it. In the first 
round, it was argued that the essential thing was to prevent these 
people exerting any influence on the public, young people and their 
circle of colleagues. They had to be removed from posts of responsi
bility in every field of human activity. However, in time, this original 
logic was completely forgotten, and at lower levels, officials inter
preted it as the usual old act of political vengeance. Thus people were 
thrown out of their jobs even when they had a minimal opportunity of 
exerting a political influence on their surroundings. Such people 
included those working on their own in scientific libraries who made a 
significant contribution to the economy. These operations had the 
active assistance of people with an eye on eventual vacancies in 
management, as well as those with a yen for higher salaries and those 
who detected in the atmosphere of the times an opportunity to elimi
nate competition in their particular field. And this even applied to the 
art world.

Since this kind of victimization was impossible to apply to all — it 
was impossible to sack an artist who was not employed anywhere — a 
system of bans and proscriptions was instituted. First of all, the 
victims were banned from publishing. This took the form of banning 
their names, not their works, so that nothing they had produced, even 
if it included poems in praise of the ‘fraternal armies’ assistance’ could 
be published. (I hasten to add that no such poems were written at the 
time.) Edicts were issued banning certain people from appearing on 
stage or on the film or television screen. Victims were banned from 
singing, translating, or taking any job in the fields of science, culture 
and education, even as a school caretaker. In the end, people were 
even forbidden to attend the funerals of people who had been promi
nent personalities of the Spring. There seemed to be no end to the 
absurd lengths they would go to. Blacklists were never issued, how
ever. Proscriptions would be made known through secret channels. 
Some have claimed that such blacklists never existed, others have 
declared that they saw them with their own eyes. Personally, all I can 
confirm is that there existed a list of authors and their works, as well as 
of translators, authors of postscripts, etcetera, whose books were to be 
removed from public and specialized libraries.

People were never officially forbidden to associate with persecuted 
intellectuals, but the StB treated such association as a de facto act of 
subversion. Victims were never banned from travelling from one 
town to another, but the police were empowered to send such tra-
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vellers straight back home, as in fact used to happen. No decree was 
ever issued forbidding people to read so-called harmful literature, but 
such books were confiscated during house searches. One was never 
forbidden to write complaints, sign petitions or appeal to the 
authorities, but people went to prison for such actions.

By these and other refined methods which I describe as civilized 
violence, those representatives of the Czechoslovak intelligentsia who 
had helped create the democratic ideas of 1968 and were unwilling to 
turn their coats, were effectively silenced. Their natural place in the 
life of the nation was abolished and as a result it was as if they no 
longer existed. The fact that in reality they continued to exist is 
another matter.

Despite its exemplary level of organization and thoroughness, the 
primary aim of the campaign was not totally achieved, as it turned out 
later. It was one hundred per cent successful, though, in achieving 
something which was probably not even among the original aims of 
the operation’s planners, namely, it succeeded in terrorizing and 
bringing to heel those members of the intelligentsia who were them
selves not directly affected by the operation but who had to watch 
from close quarters the demise of their close colleagues. Thus, 
although individuals were chosen as the targets, the blast was also felt 
in the vicinity: the rest of the workplace, circles of friends, sym
pathetic colleagues, and so on. When such a bombshell went offin the 
vicinity, everyone took cover, even those who, according to the official 
logic, had nothing to fear. When such a campaign of civilized violence 
gets under way, it has all the appearances of a natural catastrophe 
and these are known to defy any logic. Such a bombshell would spark 
off people’s instinct of self-preservation while at the same time shat
tering the vows of solidarity that had been made not so very long 
before. Many cases of dismissal, proscription and disgrace dragged 
on for months, as if it were the intention of the organizers to make an 
example of the demise of those who had fallen out with the state, and 
to make a show of their slow and inexorable passage to the scrap-heap 
of history. O f course, there were cases of proud individuals who left 
their posts with their heads held high, but often it was pitiful to watch 
those who could not come to terms with their departure from the 
scene as they tried desperately to hang on to the privileges which 
existing socialism had once bestowed on them. Those who had been 
blacklisted would remind those who were still allowed to publish, act 
or sing that the state is almighty and that loyalty pays. The pariahs-
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to-be who still moved among their colleagues served, by their 
example, to instil obedience among the intelligentsia.

The restorers of order made no secret of the fact that obedience and 
loyalty would be rewarded. A new Higher Education Law was 
enacted, for example, which raised the salaries of all grades of 
teachers in higher education. Its implementation, however, was con
ditional on the degree to which a given institution had been purged of 
‘right-wing elements’. It was devilishly cunning. The hard-headed 
individuals who stood up for their rights and demanded respect for 
the Labour Code were thereby depriving their colleagues of the salary 
increases. It sometimes crossed my mind that it had all been dreamt 
up by someone with a profoundly Machiavellian turn of mind in order 
to demonstrate to the Czechoslovak intelligentsia the petty servility of 
its situation, as well as to blacken its better traditions, to bring it into 
moral disrepute, and to encourage its disgust at its own behaviour. 
Despondency set in and contributed towards ‘normalization’. The 
policy of civilized violence scored a resounding success and possibly 
exceeded its creators’ hopes, even. Otherwise they would not have 
been so indignant at the slightest sign of resistance or strength of 
character.

But why do I keep on calling this approach ‘civilized’ violence? The 
reason is that it avoided the old explicit forms of violence. Heads of 
staff took leave of the victims with a handshake. When giving people 
notice of their proscriptions, those in charge would smile guiltily and 
urge the victims to save themselves by means of self-criticism. People 
were silenced in a dignified manner and not with a punch in the 
mouth. No representative of the Czechoslovak intelligentsia really 
underwent third degree treatment. Nobody was forced to die of 
hunger or beg for a living. In prison, convicted academics would be 
treated according to regulations. In certain cases, people were free to 
choose exile. Despite being banned, people could continue to occupy 
their flats and drive around in their cars. Banned authors could take 
the risk of publishing abroad. StB interrogations would take place 
during normal office hours. People would not be woken up at four in 
the morning. Interrogators would not taunt accused persons, nor 
rough them up. When bugging devices were installed in people’s flats, 
it would be done without damage to the furniture. If you had no 
objection to being questioned about it afterwards, you could meet 
foreign journalists and n?ix with those of your fellows in the same boat 
as yourself. Everyone had the chance to write a denunciation of 
themselves or their friends, which could win them a review of their 
case, albeit sceptical, and the chance of being accepted as a reformed
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sinner. All in all, it represented quite a broad scope for a persecuted 
intellectual. That is why I describe it as ‘civilized’ violence.

No statistics or organized demonstrations of loyalty can conceal the 
devastation that this onslaught wreaked on the nation’s spiritual life. 
But the fundamental aim has been achieved. The Czechoslovak 
intelligentsia has been tamed and now displays the characteristics it is 
intended to have in existing socialism. In formal terms, its submis
siveness is even greater than in other countries of existing socialism. 
State prizes are awarded in abundance, along with various higher
sounding titles. Those who knew the Czechoslovakia of 1968 must be 
astounded at the smooth efficiency with which order was restored in 
the ranks of the Czechoslovak intelligentsia. This orderliness has one 
principal defect, among others, however. Should the regime require 
urgent assistance in the shape of bold thinking or objective analysis of 
a difficult social problem, it would have no one to turn to. Civilized 
violence has shattered people’s self-confidence in free thought, their 
critical faculties and their determination to stand by the truth as they 
see it.
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The Police

Anyone who has read most of the unofficial Czechoslovak literature 
circulating for years now in the shape of individual editions in the 
‘Padlock’1 series of essays, letters, articles, and discussion papers 
cannot fail to have noted its singular preoccupation with the secret 
police, the StB. Many of the essays, for example, deal with the 
authors’ personal experiences at the hands of the StB, with recollec
tions of the absurdity of the interrogations and historical reconstruc
tions of tense scenes. There is a sense in which they constitute 
vengeance for the humiliation suffered and the failure of their own 
minds to have coped with situations in which logic is stood on its 
head, and the meanings of words are totally distorted: situations 
governed essentially by inhuman relations. This is quite natural. 
Such experiences are going to colour the whole lives of intellectuals 
henceforth. They represent encounters with a world quite foreign to 
them and, in many cases, opportunities for them to come to terms 
with the fundamental values of their own lives and test their own 
strength of character.

Furthermore, this literary confrontation with naked violence of the 
kind traditionally associated with the police is, I believe, of inestim
able value in the search for an intrinsic definition of human rights. I 
also regard it as yet another lesson in the seemingly endless series of 
lessons for this nation of ours, which repeatedly finds itself in the 
situation of those citizens of Munich who did not suspect that there 
was a concentration camp at Dachau.

At the same time, however, I am concerned that these numerous 
accounts of confrontations with the StB might create the impression 
that direct police violence was crucial in the restoration of order in 
Czechoslovakia. For, in my view, this form of violence played a 
secondary role, merely completing the general submission achieved 
by the civilized violence described in earlier chapters. The police 
never used force on a massive scale. It was reserved for the chosen few,
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cause of the 1968 and human rights.

There were internal and external reasons for limiting the use of 
direct police violence. I doubt, for example, whether the Soviet 
leadership, after its desperate military intervention, would have wel
comed massive reprisals against the leaders of the reform movement, 
because they would take place under the gaze of the world which was 
already shocked enough by the invasion itself. And it would have been 
likely to have made it much more difficult for them to get their plans 
for international detente accepted. I therefore believe that, as regards 
the use of direct force, the new Czechoslovak leadership was allowed a 
fairly free hand. As usual in Czechoslovakia, the final decision was 
victory for the good old middle way: procrastination, caution and 
dilatoriness. One would hear tell of people lusting for revenge for the 
nightmares they must have suffered in 1968, but their time had come 
and gone in the 1950s. Existing socialism has never completely come 
to terms with the crimes of the 1950s, but everything that emerged 
subsequently inevitably created inhibitions in the consciousness of 
the nation, politicians included. Their political judgement told them 
not to make any more martyrs to freedom, particularly since the only 
possible candidates for that role were politicians whose names had 
only too recently been chanted in the street, or perhaps certain writers 
and journalists -  members of that troublesome social group which has 
allies all round the world.

O f course, what played a considerable role was the fact that the 
Party was now headed by a man who had himself spent ten years in 
prison. During the 1960s I had read his reflections on his experience 
as he wrote them in letters to the Central Committee, copies of which 
circulated in non-legal channels. I can detect hardly any difference 
between them and the reflections being penned in the recent period. If 
anything, the earlier account was more drastic in its description of 
violence. When he first came to power, I thought that after an 
experience such as his, he would not have the heart to send anyone to 
prison. I believed that his traumatic experience would prevent him 
from forcing others to endure what he had been through himself. But I 
was wrong. Dr Husak cured himself of his trauma and it proved no 
obstacle to the dispatch of others to undergo the same experience, 
including friends of his and people who had once helped him by 
priming public opinion for his return to public life. Among them wras 
the historian Dr Hubl.2

I have long since given up trying to understand that strange notion 
of political necessity, which turns people into mere puppets of the
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general interest who, with a mask of tragedy, are capable of sacrificing 
their convictions and the moral vows they made in exceptional cir
cumstances. Like many others during the restoration of order, I came 
to the conclusion that no one is so unfree that they cannot say: ‘I just 
don’t want to go on doing this; I ’ve had enough.’ But perhaps subtle 
considerations of this soft belong more to the realm of literature than 
politics. In all events, Dr Husak never made any secret of his view that 
politics in existing socialism is a risky business. And if, after mature 
reflection, people decide to get mixed up in it, they must count on the 
possibility of ending up behind bars, to which I, for my part, would 
add: ‘Thank God!’, for there was a time in existing socialism when 
politicians used to risk their necks.

I do believe, nonetheless, that it was thanks to the character of Dr 
Husak that in the course of restoring order the police were used no 
more than political realism demanded. It should be remembered that 
it was only in the initial phase of the restoration, after the notorious 
ice-hockey demonstrations, that white-helmeted emergency units 
armed with riot batons were seen in the streets. Since then, there has 
been no call to deploy them, it being far more effective to attack people 
through their livelihoods. Those ice-hockey demonstrations were a 
vivid testimony to the havoc that existing socialism had played with 
ordinary people’s minds. I always used to feel that it was a trifle inept 
to base one’s judgement of a whole people on its attitudes, or to talk in 
terms of‘national characteristics’, or of a society’s general nature, and 
even go on to compare its features with the national characteristics of 
other communities living in different conditions and in other his
torical circumstances. Of course, it would have been more impressive 
if the people in question had not flocked into the streets only when 
they were elated over a symbolic act of vengeance on the ice-hockey 
rink, but instead had rallied in front of a court-house during the 
trumped-up-trial of a writer, for example, or if they had demonstrated 
for freedom of the press. But this particular people lived for twenty 
years in a society of concealed lawlessness and regimented public 
opinion, and lacked any opportunity to join together and coordinate 
eventual action. I shall return to this aspect later.

On that occasion riot-sticks were indeed used in the restoration of 
order, but after that there was no further call for them. It is true, of 
course, that white-helmets were seen on the streets during the first 
anniversaries of the invasion, but there was never any cause for the 
police to intervene. Even now I see them from time to time on 
exercise. They are equipped with water-cannon and launchers for 
tear-gas grenades, as well, I expect, and maybe rubber-bullets even.
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they raise the price of beer in Czechoslovakia.
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But for the Czechoslovak intelligentsia, or more precisely, that part of 
the intelligentsia which could not be normalized, confrontations with 
the police were far more significant. They did not start until 1970, 
quite late on. Apparently, it had been necessary to reorganize the StB 
and prepare it for its role in the restoration of order. They had to be 
issued with new arguments and briefed on the field of operation which 
they had been assigned for that period of development. That fact is 
that the parallels which, out of bitterness, we draw with the 1950s are 
really only appropriate in respect of detail. In all other respects, the 
secret police of the 1970s and 1980s are quite different from their 
predecessors, even from those of the 1960s. The revelations of the 
illegalities of the 1950s left their mark on their status in society, 
particularly on their relationship with the ruling party. By and large, 
these days the StB only goes as far as it is permitted to by the decisions 
of Party bodies. This applies equally to its methods and what might 
be described as its balancing act on the tightrope of so-called socialist 
legality, which it accomplishes chiefly by showing formal respect for 
the law. When all is said and done, that organization’s present is an 
improvement on its past. But having said that, the fact remains that 
the standards of its officers and the virtual impunity with which they 
operate creates a state of violence that makes a mockery not only of 
rights as unofficially understood, but also of legality and official 
assurances about respect for human dignity. Because the human 
factor enters into all confrontations with the StB, it is difficult to make 
comparisons. Personally, I had never encountered the StB prior to 
1970. However, in the 1960s I once saw with my own eyes how a 
friend of mine had been beaten expertly across the kidneys and thighs 
in the course of what amounted to a chance encounter with them. It 
was over a triviality. While making a spot-check of my friend’s 
identity card, certain plain-clothes officers had made some sarcastic 
comment about his being a university teacher as it stated in his 
papers. My friend’s reaction was to express surprise that they were 
actually capable of reading. That was all they needed. There was no 
way subsequently of filing a complaint about the attack, since there 
had been no witnesses. I am aware that it was a trivial occurrence, 
and realize as I recount it that it was nothing compared with the 
widespread terror, brutality and provocations of the 1950s.

O f course, what has changed is the whole fabric of society, and the
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change in the police is merely a reflection of this. Factors associated 
with the immediate post-revolutionary mood, such as fanaticism, 
belief in the historic necessity of ruthlessness, memories of wartimé 
brutality, uncertainty, inculcated lies about the future pardoning all 
crimes committed in its name, and so on, are no longer influential. By 
the 1970s none of that remained. Fanaticism grew weary and died. 
Ma.ny StB officers had by now come to realize that the future offered 
no pardons and that the time sometimes came when crimes had to be 
answered for. What also played a significant role was the widespread 
disillusionment in the political evolution of existing socialism, not to 
mention the sight of so many changes, the piling of slander on slander, 
the condemnation of former gods, the dismal departures to the scrap- 
heap of history, etcetera. In other words, they came to realize that 
there are no political certainties in the epoch of existing socialism. .

During the 1950s, the victims of violence used to come up against 
individuals among the police whose characters had been deformed as 
a result of their direct experience of unprecedented mass murder. In 
those days, violence still seemed something quite natural. It had been 
universally accepted as a valid component of the struggle to prevent a 
repetition of the greater violence of war. Literature, the cinema, the 
very atmosphere of the times was permeated with violence. Seeing 
films of concentration camps, with the heaps of corpses in striped 
uniforms, with the piles of human hair and children’s toys, all helped 
to destroy one’s capacity to consider violence in normal human terms. 
A punch in the mouth seemed quite a friendly reprimand by com
parison. A hanging could appear to be no more than the epilogue to 
the tragedy of the millions who had been lost, shot or tom to pieces in 
the course of the war.

I have no idea what sort of training StB recruits received in those 
years, but there can be no doubt that one of the things drummed into 
their heads was the relative nature of violence, in order that their 
actions should appear to them as unpleasant but necessary acts in the 
service of a better future. It is quite likely that many StB officers at 
that period were convinced that they were making a personal sacrifice 
by suppressing their natural human feelings in the supreme interest of 
the Revolution, the Party and the State. It was no coincidence that 
that particular cliché abounded in literary and cinematic descriptions 
of those whose job was to protect the security, tranquility, peaceful 
sleep and happy future of all citizens. ‘I ’d much rather be building 
dams, ploughing fields or teaching children’, was the sort of thing 
heard from the lips of the StB chief in such fictional accounts -  but it 
just was not possible yet; there were too many enemies still around.
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Nowadays, that old cliché, which must go back to the days of the 
Cheka3, fools no one. A hero like that would receive the following 
retort from today’s citizens: ‘The trouble is that you’d have to work 
and you wouldn’t earn half as much as you do now.’ It is just possible 
that in the 1950s that cliché carried some weight, and a new working- 
class recruit fresh from military service might possibly have had the 
feeling that he was doing something useful. I have probably read 
everything there is to read in our country about the various forms of 
violence of the 1950s. I have listened to numerous personal testi
monies. In most cases, the horrifying absurdity of the violence derived 
from the fact that it was utterly senseless and self-justifying, that its 
hidden mission was to intimidate the population, and that, fre
quently, the victims of interrogations and terror were just as com
mitted to the idea of socialism as their interrogators and torturers, if 
not more so. Furthermore, most of the acts for which people were 
punished were either invented or provoked, and they were indictable 
offences only in a situation of political lawlessness. People would get 
ten years in prison for having offered a bed to a friend who tried to 
escape across the border the next day. One still comes across people 
all over the country whose fate was decided by just such an absurdity 
at some time or other.

The fact is that out of those who found themselves face to face with 
StB interrogators only a minority had clear reservations about the 
regime, and an even smaller minority were those who were mad 
enough to admit to them. All these factors turned the StB into an 
instrument of fate. Nobody was safe from that machine, not even the 
top state officials. The StB was an anonymous distended organ of the 
social body whose operation could be observed but whose overall 
significance, general purpose and functioning were a mystery. I am 
convinced that, for the most part, not even the StB officers themselves 
were sure of their organization’s mission, all they did was work for it. 
Maybe they felt just as threatened as other citizens, or even more so. 
Even they were known to fall victim to violence. I once knew someone 
who had spent several years at a labour camp in Kolyma.4 He told me 
with a straight face that justice in the Soviet Union is absolute. There 
had been a group of prisoners cutting peat on the Kolyma peninsula. 
A few months later they had been joined by the prosecutor who had 
indicted them, and a few years later by the judge who had sentenced 
them.

All that has changed. Not, I hasten to add, as a consequence of a 
thorough analysis of the role played by terror in the 1950s. The paths 
that had taken people to the foot of the gallows had been revealed.
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The members of the rehabilitation commissions did deal with an 
immense quantity of materials. The mechanics of the violence were 
known perfectly and in detail. But no serious conclusions were ever 
drawn, since inevitably these would have undermined the whole 
basis of totalitarian power. They stopped half-way and all that 
remained from the entire effort to analyse the nation’s shame were 
certain vague postulates such as: the Party must not allow the security 
organs to elude their control; socialist legality must be strictly en
forced; only real enemies of the State must be punished; StB officers 
require a higher standard of vocational training, political maturity, 
and so on. In themselves, these postulates were meaningless. The StB 
in fact changed as a consequence of piecemeal measures taken by 
society over the previous twenty years due to the practical require
ments of political power. These gradually took the edge off the 
excesses, the ‘judicial errops’, fanaticism, ‘class vengeance’, ‘implac
ability’ and other phenomena attendant on the post-war atmosphere. 
Political pragmatism gradually turned the StB into an instrument for 
the fictitious protection of the state and took away its mysterious 
reputation as an instrument of fate. Candidates for the post of Interior 
Minister were now chosen circumspectly. They had to be the least 
ambitious people possible, so that they should never be tempted to 
use all the secrets they were privy to in order to threaten the power of 
others, as Rudolf Barak5 once had. In the course of correcting the 
faults and ‘judicial errors’ as they were called, many StB officers had 
been transferred to other posts and some of them had even been 
imprisoned. Young and implacable officers grew old and were made 
majors or lieutenant-colonels. In the process they gained a wealth of 
experience, as well as a realization that in their profession, of all 
others, what counted most was discretion, caution and fear for the 
worst.

During the 1950s, StB service could even look tempting to im
mature adventurers, covert sadists and young men with chips on their 
shoulders who yearned to rise above the law. On with a leather coat 
and the world was their oyster. Wherever an StB man went people 
would fall silent and eye him with apprehension. When he entered the 
fiat of a counter-revolutionary, he would be able to savour the fear in 
their eyes. He could rummage without hindrance in their property. If 
the accused, were brought before him, he could prey on their 
trepidation. He might offer them a cigarette, yell at them, or rough 
them up. When he was behind the wheel of his car, traffic signals did 
not apply to him. Should a traffic cop stop him, all he had to do was 
show his red-striped identity card and he would receive a salute from
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his colleagues. It was most likely the only chance available to live the 
life of a film hero. That was the way it used to be, maybe, but the 
romance of being above the law has long since faded.

Nowadays, the StB officer is regarded by ordinary people merely as 
a sponger who lives off their work. It is only the workshy who join the 
StB. Everyone knows of someone who was idle from their childhood, 
who was lazy at school and never broke his back at work. But when he 
signed up with the StB, he got a council flat straight away. His wife 
doesn’t go out to work and can afford to have the kids at home. His 
police uniform never comes out of the wardrobe. In fact he wouldn’t 
be seen dead in it. And when he fills in forms he describes himself as a 
public employee. Aren’t we all? The state employs the. lot of us. No 
one on our housing estate has a phone, but he got one straight away. 
And they’ve got a holiday centre with an indoor swimming pool in a 
marble hall. Prisoners built it for them. These are the sort of things I 
hear people say. The romance has all gone, only cynicism is left. The 
police have become the butt of innumerable jokes and the point of all of 
them is that policemen are thick-headed. It was not always the case. 
Such jokes came into being in the 1970s. They are cruel, insulting 
and, of course, like all generalizations, unjust. The people who sit 
around and guffaw at the stupidity of the police would be loath to 
swap places with the lad plodding his beat in the middle of the night 
and scrapping with drunks. Even so, the rich and widespread harvest 
of jokes about policemen is a significant social phenomenon which 
reflects the feeling among the widest sections of the population that 
the police force is ridiculously overmanned.

All sections of the police are shrouded these days in an aura of 
banality. Theirs is unattractive and unskilled work, and furthermore, 
a target of public ridicule. There are no laurels to be gained in the 
police force, neither as a criminologist nor as a detective of the 
Captain Minarik6 breed. The off-hand manner in which their exploits 
are presented by the media has only helped reinforce the public’s 
contempt.

The persecuted intelligentsia of the 1970s are confronted with a 
different sort of StB from the secret police of the 1950s. In the 1970s, 
the StB tends to behave more like a mass-produced commodity 
lacking any particular characteristics. It is no longer boxed about 
with myths, such as being the protector of the revolution, of socialism 
and of the people’s peace and tranquility. In fact it protects nothing 
but static order and the safety of its masters. Its work is easy, quite 
safe and sometimes even fun. Its fundamental mission is to keep an 
eye on those who seek meticulously to respect the law, who do not try
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to defend themselves with coshes. Instead, they come when sum
moned and speak politely and in a cultured manner; they help police
men to write reports and even offer advice on their daughters’ educa
tion. During house searches, they are most likely just to sit wincing 
and when they complain it is without threats. They are frequently 
people of renown: ex-ministers, former party secretaries, philo
sophers, writers, historians, well-connected people with interesting 
pasts. It is most informative to read their letters, confiscated manu
scripts, books and memoirs. The StB are the first to read any un
official Czechoslovak literature. They amass all the tit-bits and 
scandals of that society and smile to themselves like people in the 
know. After all, law and order reign in Czechoslovakia. We have no 
anarchists ready to blow up shops, murder national leaders or open 
fire on policemen. We have no newspapers waiting to make a big 
thing of every little slip-up, and no insolent lawyers. All we have are 
courts ready to condemn anyone the StB brings before them. In fact 
there is a lot to be said for being a guardian of order in existing 
socialism.



10
Interrogations, 

Surveillance and House
Searches

It happened for the first time in the winter of 1972, my first encounter 
with a leather-coated Major. He came for me one morning just when I 
had been drawn into a game of cards with my fellow-drivers. There 
was no time for me to use the trump that I held ready in my hand. My 
colleagues instantly grasped the gravity of the situation and threw in 
their hands, giving me and my leather-coated visitor troubled looks. 
Had I taken to my heels at that moment, it is quite possible one of 
them would have tripped up the mysterious agent. But that really 
only happens in films. In civilized countries enjoying a state of lasting 
peace people do not run away from secret policemen. There is no
where to run to, anyway.

On that first occasion, I was still naïve, inexperienced and ignorant 
of the law. When the Major told me he was taking me in for question
ing, I was incapable of an intelligent response. I failed to ask him if 
he had a written warrant. I did not demand to know my rights. 
In fact, I did not even ask him if I was a suspect, an accused or a 
witness. All I managed to do was point out that I had an important 
driving assignment and that my absence behind the wheel would 
jeopardize ‘the fulfilment of our work tasks’. The leather-coated 
Major smiled a self-assured smile and told me that trivial matters like 
that would be sorted out with my superior. We went to see my chief 
together and I was able to notice the never-failing magical effect that 
the appearance of the secret police has on a citizen in conditions of 
existing socialism. My superior blenched and displayed an almost 
inordinate readiness to let me ofT my working duties. I half expected 
him to assure the Major of his total devotion to the socialist system. 
‘Leather coat’ clearly took ‘yes’ for granted:

And so I obediently climbed into the car. I was convinced that I 
had just been arrested and surprised to find that things were turning 
out in real life exactly the way they do in the cinema, or in books I had
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read. I had a strange feeling of unreality. It struck me that things in 
real life ought not appear so hackneyed. It never once crossed my 
mind to try and find out if, even unwittingly, I had committed some 
crime or other against the state. I merely assumed that what was 
happening to me was the same as had happened to millions of others. 
I was being arrested by two men and taken to an unknown desti
nation.

I sat in the back seat and looked out of the window. Nobody spoke, 
neither they nor 1.1 gazed at the familiar streets with people hurrying 
to work: it was half past seven, and the children were on their way to 
school. Since everything at that moment had the appearance of a 
novel, my mind turned to Solzhenitsyn and the scene where they take 
him through a crowded railway station and he wonders whether to 
yell at the people hurrying by that an injustice is being committed 
before their very eyes. We stopped at a crossroads and I also won
dered whether I should not shout out of the window at the people 
sitting in their cars or crossing the road. I did nothing of the sort, of 
course. Nor would I have done anything even had I known that in 
half-an-hour’s time I was to be stood up in front of some dismal wall 
and shot. It is simply not done. Civilized people do not scream or 
defend themselves, they go like lambs. These days, I wonder whether 
this is not in fact a perversion of civilized behaviour. Maybe the world 
would be a different place if all those millions of people arrested at 
night or in the early morning by men in leather coats had defended 
themselves tooth and nail, had lashed out with their feet and fists, had 
let their spouses and children cling on to them, had roused the 
neighbours to come and see naked violence being done, instead of 
leaving in a ‘civilized’ fashion. If they had done so, it might not have 
been so easy to use the powers of the secret police subsequently.

Then I was led first through one set of barred doors in a well-known 
building, and then another, before being sat down in an armchair. It 
was at this point that I discovered that I was there merely as a witness 
and it was a friend of mine who was the chosen victim. My story 
emerged from the realms of literature into real life once more. Mean
while, that morning my friend’s story was becoming part of a 
Kafkaesque vision. It ended with his being sentenced to two years’ 
imprisonment. I

I have been interrogated on many occasions since then, both as a 
witness in investigations into anonymous acts under the heading of 
subversion, and also as someone under suspicion of having com-
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version of the Republic’ at the top of a report I would be overcome 
with a feeling of unreality. I would conjure up a picture of our 
Republic from the Sumava Mountains to the Tatras — fifteen million 
people who neither knew me nor gave a damn about me. I would 
think of the huge police force, the army and the enormous State 
machinery and be amazed that anyone could take seriously what was 
implied by the words ‘Subversion of the Republic’. It was only later 
that I learned that subversion is actually no more than an attitude of 
mind.

Much has been written about the interrogations of the 1970s and 
there will no doubt be still more descriptions as they continue. The 
methods are many and the interrogators differ greatly. Apart from 
regional variations, the charges also differ, and so, of course, do those 
under interrogation. When I read Ludvik Vaculik’s 1 A Cup of Coffee 
with my Interrogator, I said to myself that nobody could describe it 
better. It is a perfect description. That special combination of for
mally correct behaviour, cunning, stupidity, lies, trickery and a 
unique kind of intimacy. The latter derives from the fact that they 
know all there is to know about you. They know all about your wife, 
your children, your relatives and your friends. They have read your 
books and manuscripts, and your private correspondence. You can 
imagine them listening to your domestic rows and how they must 
have picked up every little sigh. For years you thought that nobody 
could care less about your problems and opinions. Fear not, they care.

They may be uneducated, but in the course of their years of 
investigating selected representatives of the Czechoslovak intelli
gentsia they have picked up a thing or two. They are able to appre
ciate the latest ‘Padlock’ novel, for example. Nonetheless, their sole 
aim is to write an exhaustive report, to detect a promising clue to a 
criminal activity, to discover about a so far unknown contact or even, 
maybe, what they describe as a ‘channel’. They constantly threaten 
you and try to put the wind up you, because, as they repeat ad nauseam, 
their chief objective is not to punish crime, but to prevent it. Thus 
every hearing ends with the reproof: Why do you do it? Can’t you see 
it’s senseless, you are just hurting yourself and your family. You’ve 
got a flat and a car. You’re not hungry. What else do you want? We’ll 
manage to build socialism without writers, journalists and philo
sophers. Just get what you can out of it like everyone else and we’ll 
leave you alone. And so it goes on, hour after hour.

You may be using the same words and the same grammar, but in 
fact you are speaking two different languages. On occasions you try to
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find a common language, but it is no good. You would have to stick to 
gardening or football. A language gulf yawns open as soon as you try 
and voice your views about the world you live in, or about the society 
which they regard as the perfect system. And should you mention 
freedom, you get the immediate impression of trying to convince them 
about some unproven theory of a pulsating universe. To them, people 
are free when they have a job and earn money in order to eat, clothe 
themselves and pay the rent with enough left over for a bottle of wine 
or petrol for the car. And in the evening, you can put your feet up and 
watch the telly! As I listened to them talking that way I would 
frequently think to myself that they were right after all. Freedom is 
superfluous for those who feel no need for it.

I always had the feeling in the course of those abstract discussions 
about the need for a minimum of democratic procedures to ensure the 
healthy development of a socialist society, or about the nation’s 
spiritual life, that they were searching for some mysterious explana
tion of that outlook, one that would make sense to them. They 
conjecture that it must be a lust for power, status or money. Or they 
try to detect some desire to avenge grievances. They go so far as to 
explain it all in terms of pride, stubbornness, vanity and a conde
scending attitude towards those other members of the population who 
lead contented lives. They are unable to understand that after years of 
experience one might be capable of drawing certain conclusions that 
are fundamental to one’s own integrity, and that it is possible to stick 
to them through thick and thin. In the end they just shake their heads 
and choose what for them is the most natural explanation, namely, 
that these intellectuals suffer from some infectious thinking defect.

While I shy away from voicing such a thought, I must admit that, 
to a degree, I can understand why some dissidents in the Soviet Union 
are made to undergo psychiatric treatment. To those who are incap
able of conceiving the possibility of standing up to the immense might 
of the totalitarian state, they must appear to be poor demented 
creatures knocking their heads against a wall. They are people acting 
contrary to that most natural of instincts: self-protection. They 
engage in activities which cannot fail to land them up in prison. They 
forego consumer benefits, endanger their families, risk exile and lose 
any of the privileges they ever had. To the normal majority, such 
individuals must appear totally abnormal. From there it is but a small 
step to being declared mentally ill. Perish the thought, but during 
some interrogations I have even struck myself as being a bit 
abnormal. However, I would rather not pursue this idea.

It is not hard to realize the intention of all these interrogations. But
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Republic’. The statements and reports run into hundreds of pages; 
the archives are overflowing with written material; but when the 
political leaders decide that someone should go to prison, it is sorted 
out in a trice, without any need for written evidence. So what is it all in 
aid of? The answer is that interrogations are merely a new method of 
intimidating and pacifying wide sections of the population. They are 
not dreamed up with an eye on the interrogated persons alone. The 
latter will get used to them in time anyway. They are conceived with 
the entire neighbourhood in mind as well. It is enough for someone to 
be taken off to a hearing on a couple of occasions, for the entire 
neighbourhood to hear about it, as the word gets around. This fact 
automatically brands the person in question. The signal has been 
given that the police are interested in so-and-so.

It is an invitation to the unimpeachable neighbourhood not to 
associate with them any more than is absolutely necessary. Their 
acquaintances will now think twice about going to see them or 
inviting them to their homes. And for heaven’s sake, we mustn’t call 
them, because their phone is bound to be tapped. It’s common 
knowledge that they get asked about the people they associate with. 
They could even mention us if we don’t keep our acquaintanceship to 
a minimum. ‘Good friends’ torture themselves with doubts before 
gradually realizing that they were never really good friends of the 
interrogated person at all. And they say to themselves: ‘If they come 
visiting us of their own accord, we won’t turn them away. But we’d 
better not pay them any visits, as it might be taken as a provocative 
act.’ But the friends in question will not come of their own accord, 
since already they will have become aware of a cooling of relations 
and realized that they would only cause embarrassment; their 
acquaintances want no trouble with the StB. It is a novel and 
ingenious form ofinternment. You are free to move about, but in human 
terms, you are an internee. All you have left are your most loyal 
friends, who are in the same boat as you are. The infection is pre
vented from spreading. A well-known Slovak writer told his woman 
friend apologetically that they would have to stop seeing each other as 
it was not doing him any good. The writer in question had not had 
anything published for years, and no longer held a union card even. 
But he did have a job and had never been interrogated, whereas his 
woman friend was already a regular StB client.

This practice has been successful in creating two categories of 
Czechoslovak intellectual. On the one hand, there are those who have 
yet to be summoned to an interrogation and who bend over back-
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wards to avoid one, while on the other are those who have been called 
in for questioning already. These are people of a special calibre. They 
are freer, gayer, more generous, friendlier and, above all, more reli
able. The freest and most reliable of all, however, are those who have 
been in prison.

Apart from interrogations, the StB has plenty of other ways of annoy
ing ‘subversives’, such as surveillance. Surveillance is a grotesque 
activity involving a large number of secret policemen following 
selected individuals as they go for the morning milk, as they leave for 
work, when they call on people, visit the hairdresser, go to the doctor’s 
and the post office. I myself have been the victim of this kind of 
surveillance and it is still a mystery to me what they were after. Once, 
for example, I was followed on a fishing trip. Three cars, each with 
two men inside, accompanied me to the river. They sat and watched 
me for the next three hours, during which time I did not get one bite, 
and then they accompanied me home. Later, they followed me when I 
drove to my allotment to turn over the compost heap. Once more 
there were three cars. They would overtake me, wait for me to pass 
and then overtake me again. When I pulled into a car park, they 
stopped too. The faces of my pursuers were familiar to me by now. 
And then, maybe to amuse me, one green Simca suddenly changed its 
number plate. I stopped in the village and went into the local pub 
where I ordered coffee for my wife and myself. My chaperons also 
stopped and watched us as we drank our coffee. At this point, it struck 
me that this was a regrettable waste of national resources, not to 
mention a spoilt weekend for my watchdogs. I went up to one of the 
cars and announced, to the astonishment of the men inside, that I was 
going to my allotment to turn over the compost and had no other 
activity planned worth the surveillance. I told them I had a spare 
place in our car and that we would be quite happy to take one of them 
along with us and bring him back later. I explained that this would 
save lots of petrol and allow the rest of them to go home and enjoy 
their weekend. The car’s occupants gave me embarrassed looks, but 
still pretended not to know what I was talking about. And so they 
followed me to the allotment after all. Orders are clearly orders.

There are supposed to be two kinds of surveillance. The first is 
visible surveillance whose intention is to intimidate the person fol
lowed. (The same aim could be achieved, of course, at much less 
cost.) The second type is apparently carried out with a high degree of 
professional skill. Maybe I have been the object of this second kind in
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of professionals.

It is strange feeling when you realize you are important enough to 
be tailed. I have tried to imagine what must have gone on beforehand. 
Some officer or other must have decided to have me watched. Maybe 
the decision was taken during the day’s briefing and a subordinate 
officer designated a group for the job. They certainly acquainted the 
group with my daily habits. Maybe I was pointed out to them, or 
perhaps a photo of me was handed round. I used to wonder what 
photo it could have been as it had been so long since I had had one 
taken. When the assignment was completed, no doubt the group 
presented a report to their chief, telling him what I did at different 
times of the day and night. If they had given me all the money it must 
have cost, we would have had enough to live well on for the next few 
years. But it is unlikely that I shall ever discover how it really was. All I 
know is that the entire operation must have proved a great dis
appointment to its organizers. However, the StB is capable of suggest
ing to you that your humdrum daily existence is really not so 
humdrum after all, if it is worth going to all that trouble to investigate 
it in detail. But it is best not to let them fool you. And it is also best not 
to try and work out what it is all in aid of. After one such session of 
surveillance, I told the StB officers that I could inform them myself of 
my actions and movements should they ever need to know about 
them, and it would work out much cheaper. They never have taken 
me up on my offer. They have neither come in person nor phoned. It 
was probably too simple.
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Interrogations and surveillance are forms of violence that it is possible 
to stand up to, if you stay calm and self-controlled, and particularly if 
you realize that there are worse things in life. House searches, how
ever, are downright degrading. These are not so easy to cope with. 
The effect they have on their victims is one of agitation, fury and 
disgust, and an awareness of their own hardship and powerlessness. 
Maybe this is because the absurd violence enters your very home and 
invades your most intimate privacy.

It violates the bedroom where you and your partner sleep, a room 
still containing toys which your children once played with. Strangers 
rummage in the writing desk where you have sat for years. There are 
cup stains from where you have drunk coffee. They tip photos out of a 
box. There is a picture of your wife in a ball gown, the school-leavers’ 
photo, the May Day parade with your little lad on your shoulders.
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There’s a smiling picture of your brother—the one they hounded until 
he died of a heart attack. And then those strangers open every book in 
the flat and shake out the pages. When I first saw that it made me 
physically sick. A book should be taken in one hand and leafed 
through with the other: you do not hold books by their spines and 
shake them like a chicken with its throat cut. I only needed to close my 
eyes and I could see Bradbury’s firemen from his extremely realistic 
novel of the future, dressed in the ludicrous uniforms of the Truffaut 
film.

When they carry out house searches in Czechoslovakia, they are 
not looking for weapons, secret printing presses, duplicators, 
membership lists of secret societies, plans for overthrowing the 
government, or suchlike. You will not find anything of that sort in a 
Czechoslovak intellectual’s home. What they are looking for is what 
they call ‘offensive literature’. It is a word that fills me with profound 
grief. I want to shed tears for the past centuries, for the wasted lives of 
generations of educated people who helped cultivate what seemed to 
be that most self-evident of notions: that books are inviolable. Vol
taire imagined that battle to have been won already. It is incredible 
how wrong he turned out to be.

They told me to hand over voluntarily all my offensive literature. I 
replied that I did not understand the term. There was only one 
literature I knew of. ‘Offensive literature’ was their own invention 
about which I knew nothing. But I knew very well what offensive 
literature was, although I adamantly refused to admit it. I still cling 
desperately to the idea that there is only such a thing as literature, full 
stop. But it is no good pretending. I know what offends. In my case it 
was the The Gulag Archipelago and a Zdenka Salivarova novel pub
lished in Canada.2 Then there was a manuscript translation of the 
memoirs of Mandelstam’s wife, a manuscript collection of Spitzer’s3 
verse and a novelette by him, a few typwritten essays in draft form, 
and all my own manuscripts. There were also letters from relations, 
friends and acquaintances, including holiday postcards saying: Best 
wishes — lots of sunshine and good food. Among the offensive material 
confiscated from me were answers to questions I had put to my son 
when he was in the eighth year at school. They were questions along 
the lines of: What don’t you like about school? Why do you spend your 
time reading instead of getting on with school work? Why do you keep 
quiet in class, even when you know the answer?

I got most of the manuscripts and the letters back later, but not the 
books. They included not only one book that had been published here
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Artur London’s Confession5 and Löbl’s book on the same theme. When 
I asked why these could not be returned to me, they told me that they 
might fall into the hands of young people, something clearly consi
dered undesirable. ‘Are they not factual?’ I asked them. They merely 
shrugged their shoulders.

House searches are the work of a whole team. We had six men in 
our flat, and as we only have two rooms, we were jam-packed. They 
even brought a secretary along with them, with her own typewriter. It 
is also customary for a representative of the local council to be 
present. In our case it was an elderly gent who took a chair and sat 
himself down in front of the lavatory door. He did not utter a single 
word the whole day. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking 
from his expression, though I would not mind knowing what he 
thought about the whole affair.

Jirasek’s Darkness6 contains a scene with a house search. I have an 
inkling that it was in our reader at school. It is a lurid description of 
Jesuits sniffing around a cottage in search of a Kralice Bible.7 It is an 
unpleasant scene and from childhood I was convinced that there was 
something nasty about sniffing round people’s homes in search of 
books. It is a passage that everyone knows, because they all read the 
bit about the Jesuits. It is the sort of thing lads learn off by heart when 
working for their Fucik badge. It is a very familiar text in Czecho
slovakia. But when I asked the men from State Security whether they 
found it unpleasant to rummage like that in other people’s belong
ings, they only smiled. Perhaps they had not read that Jirasek 
passage, after all.

For these reasons, house searches are the least bearable of all the 
‘legal’ injuries devised by the StB. It is legalized humiliation, with the 
added extra that it is conducted with scrupulous attention to regula
tions. Warrants for house searches bear the official round stamp. The 
searchers try not to break anything. Should they come across some 
money in an envelope, you would think they had scalded their fingers. 
Heaven forbid that it should be thought they might steal anything! 
Their sole interest is paper with writing: undesirable thoughts set 
down in black and white. They behave as though they were unaware 
that thoughts cannot be made to disappear like paper with writing, as 
if they did not know that, for centuries, other teams of snoopers have 
tried to do just that, without success. But perhaps they do know it, 
and they are just doing what they are paid for.

When they had finally gone, my wife spent a long time airing the
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place. She vacuumed vigorously, went around with a duster, and in 
general gave the flat a good cleaning, as if it were possible to wipe 
away the humiliation or clear the air of it.



11
The Courts

When, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, investigations were reopened into 
the circumstances of the judicial murders of the 1950s, they always 
seemed to come to the conclusion that the trial judge was the key 
individual in the entire matter. It is widely accepted that politicians, 
in their lust for power, are likely to display criminal tendencies, and it 
is assumed that secret policemen have such tendencies in their blood. 
In addition, witnesses can be bribed; it’s part of the prosecutor’s job 
definition to get convictions; and the defence counsel can be intimi
dated easily. But judges, it is believed, are another matter because 
they have the job of upholding the law according to the stern prin
ciples inculcated during their lengthy apprenticeship.

It was once said that judges should be independent above all else. 
But who is independent in a totalitarian state, where everyone is on 
the state’s payroll? In the discussions that took place around 1968, 
nobody set much store by the independence. But it was believed that 
the universal contempt and revulsion voiced about the 1950s judges 
who had colluded with the murder of innocent people was a sufficient 
deterrent against repetition. Whatever happened, it was thought, it 
would be hard to find a trial judge ready to act as an obedient 
instrument of political vengeance any more; if for no other reason 
than the fear that sooner or later their name could be covered in 
contempt and loathing. I must admit that I, too, once held a cautious 
belief in the strength of that moral deterrent.

I now know how naïve that trust was. In order to restore order, 
there had to be judges, and judges were duly found. After all, they too 
are state employees, like all other citizens. And furthermore, they 
know the rules far better than anyone else. Why should judges behave 
any differently from writers, civil servants, actors, teachers or 
soldiers? It is only a profession like any other. Team spirit might 
■*oply to other trades, such as seamen on the same ship, miners on the
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same shift or even taxi-drivers in the same town, but not to judges.
Once the courts of the new order had, by way of an initial testing of 

the ground, convicted first one and then another person charged 
under article no. 1 of the legal code, it all started to go like clockwork. 
Journalists, historians, students, writers, workers, politicians, even 
former Central Committee members all found themselves in the dock 
and were duly convicted of provocation, insulting the Head of State, 
subversion, slander of the system and any of the many other crimes 
that are catalogued under article no. 1. The world found out about 
trials that few would have imagined possible before, and people did 
speak out in support of jailed celebrities. But nobody knew how the 
prisons were also being filled with ordinary people, including indivi
duals who had given vent, perhaps in the pub, to their frustration with 
all and sundry, and ended up insulting the Head of State. Among them 
were young students, who had sought solace in a proscribed church 
and were convicted of sectarianism, and many naïve youngsters who 
had tried to flee across the frontier. And the hoped for moral con
straints did not apply. The StB started to prepare cases in such a way 
as to ensure that the sentence displayed no overt political charac
teristics; judicial action was always grounded on some legal techni
cality.

Criminal acts against the Republic are defined in the legal code in 
such woolly language that virtually every citizen unwittingly does 
things, on more than one occasion throughout their lives, for which 
they could be prosecuted. For example, whenever someone tells a 
political joke in the presence of more than one person, they are guilty 
of provocation. In a country where political jokes have been told for 
centuries and it is the done thing to know them, this crime is com
mitted en masse. In the course of my life I have certainly heard 
hundreds of people tell such jokes in the presence of more than one 
other person. The tellers even included people of high standing, and 
more than once my children brought back such jokes from school. 
The overwhelming majority of such ‘crimes’ go unpunished. The 
same applies to the crime of insulting the Head of State. I personally 
have heard countless such insults, all of which went unpunished. But 
under our legal system the ordinary joke-telling citizen is more or less 
permanently vulnerable. Almost anyone could be picked up off the 
street, tried and sentenced to at least a year’s imprisonment, if not 
more.

In Czechoslovakia, judges, like Diirrenmatt’s old-age pensioners,1 
are aware that everyone is guilty in some way or another. In existing 
socialism, all citizens are conscious of having committed some crime
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against the State, if not slander of the system or provocation then at 
least some petty swindle. They are bound to have had at least a finger 
in the massive larceny of state property, to have helped themselves to 
some state-owned material or other, to have been paid for doing 
nothing, to have been responsible for at least one of the millions of 
forged time sheets, and so on. Such a conscience-stricken state is very 
important to the maintenance of order. This is because nobody can be 
really sure that they will never be arrested, charged and convicted on 
some grounds. Nobody is innocent before the state.

When Czechoslovak citizens receive a summons to assist with an 
investigation, they immediately search their minds feverishly for 
what it might be about, what might have leaked out, what the State 
might have on them. They go back over all the criminal acts they 
recall ever committing and start to prepare a defence against possible 
charges. But in no event could they ever plead total innocence and 
attend a hearing with head held high and a clear conscience. And 
should they fail to recall a particular crime, they are still absolutely 
convinced that there must be some charge that could be trumped up 
against them. They inhabit a country where there is always someone 
in the neighbourhood who was unjustly convicted, served years in 
prison, and, in some cases, was even rehabilitated.

It should not be forgotten either that there is a prevailing belief that 
if you are brought to trial you are invariably convicted. Faith in the 
justice of the courts is something quite foreign and something I have 
yet to encounter. Indeed, every court case in existing socialism offers a 
miniature version of the citizen’s position vis-à-vis the State. The court 
pronounces judgement in the name of the Republic, and it would look 
bad if the Republic were wrong too often. Thus, the only real hope of 
those on remand awaiting trial is that their sentence will be no longer 
than the time they have already spent in custody. An acquittal is too 
much to hope for as it would mean that throughout the case the police, 
the investigating magistrate and the prosecutor had all been wrong, 
and this would undermine the authority of those bodies. Of course, we 
all hear of cases in which people are released from custody without 
standing trial or undergoing any other criminal proceedings. These 
are cases when it is deemed that the trial would fail to produce a 
clear-cut judgement, or when it might be politically damaging. Such 
fortunate souls receive no explanation, of course. It is merely 
assumed that they must be simply overjoyed and will be in no mood to 
ask for clarification, for fear that this might mean a return to their cell 
and the prospect of a regular trial. This applies to all litigation 
between citizens and the State, not only political trials, but also
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actions involving employment, ownership, etcetera.
It is possible that there was a time when white-haired judges were 

held in honour and esteem, when no one doubted their incorrupti
bility, their determination to try cases fairly and pass judgement in 
accordance with the law, but I no longer recall it. A judge in existing 
socialism does a job like any other. It is quite impossible for a judge to 
be considered a moral hero in a country where thousands of people 
are convicted and subsequently rehabilitated as the victims of unjust 
trials.

In existing socialism, judges are simply civil servants whose job it is 
to make sure that the superficial signs of order are respected. They are 
the penultimate link in a chain of state power that ends with imprison
ment. Citizens would be astonished were you to maintain that a 
judge’s job is to defend the law, justice and people in the face of abuses 
of state power. The idea of an independent judiciary is long forgotten, 
eight years after the restoration of order.

I myself have never been taken to court a 1, 1 hasten to add, have no 
desire to find myself there. However, in ! 372, my best friend, the 
Slovak writer, humorist and satirist K. was arrested, tried and con
victed. (It is a pity I cannot call him Josef K., but in fact he is Ladislav 
K.) I followed the whole process at close quarters. I was called as a 
witness during the investigation and followed the entire political 
background to the trial. I read the notes he smuggled out of prison 
and was present when the case for the defence was being conceived 
and put together. I was present at the trial as a witness for the defence 
and was able to see Ladislav K. sitting ashen-faced in the dock. I was 
able to watch the judge and his assistants, as well as the prosecutor 
and the witnesses, and managed to soak up the atmosphere of the 
courtroom. I was close to the family of the defendant.

It was no major trial. The big trials were taking place at that time in 
Prague. Here, in Bratislava, such a trial was intended as a lower-key 
contribution towards the pacification of the Czechoslovak intel
ligentsia, as well as a means of displaying that the operation was 
nationwide. I emerged from it all with a totally nihilistic attitude 
towards the law, convinced that, by the beginning of the 1970s, it had 
become quite possible in my country to send absolutely anyone to jail: 
anyone taken off the street at random, from a school-child to a trial 
judge. The only consideration would be whether the State felt a need 
to jail those people or not in the interests of its restoration of order.

All the trials of the 1970s have been proxy trials, the defendants
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being charged on behalf of their fellow miscreants in a given social 
group or region. The representative defendants were no doubt 
selected well in advance and placed under close surveillance, their 
flats bugged, their contacts recorded, and so on. In this respect, 
Ladislav K. had reason to fear the worst. A year before his arrest, he 
found under his parquet flooring a listening device of unknown pro
venance, for which no organization was keen to claim responsibility. 
During that period, his flat was broken into on three occasions. Visits 
from foreign friends were closely watched and the people in question 
strip-searched at the border. Quite naturally, after all these signs 
Ladislav K. made sure that everything he did was perfectly above 
board. He had no desire to become a martyr to freedom. But his 
efforts were in vain. The morning came when they arrested not only 
him, but his wife as well, abandoning their teenage daughter to her 
own devices. After two months on remand, his wife was released.

The charges brought against him in the course of the investigation 
were so ludicrous that I thought it possible that the police investi
gators might end up convicted of contempt of court. But in fact the 
trial went ahead in absolute seriousness, with all the widescale ramifi
cations that such proceedings entail. (Josef K, I am sure, never 
received such costly bureaucratic attention.) If my memory serves me 
right, some eighty witnesses were questioned and the record of the 
hearings was over a thousand pages long. Documentary evidence, of a 
literary character, of course, weighed many kilos, and the indictment 
which the judge leafed through was an incredibly thick file.

All the evidence concentrated on the three most serious charges. 
First, it was alleged that Ladislav K. had bought, in 1969 in a state 
shop, a record of the singer Karel Kryl2 who had since emigrated, and 
that same year he had played the record in his flat in the presence of 
more than one person. Further, Ladislav K. was charged with making 
a translation, for the benefit of a friend of his — a well-known and 
longstanding member of the Austrian Communist Party — of an 
article from the Slovak Communist Party’s newspaper Prauda, and 
describing it as anti-Semitic in character. Finally, it was alleged that 
Ladislav K. had been intending to publish in Belgium a book of 
political jokes — a charge that was never substantiated because it is 
very difficult to prove someone’s intentions.

Nonetheless, the court treated all these alleged crimes with abso
lute seriousness. It sought expert opinions, permitted the defence to 
speak on behalf of the accused, called witnesses, and furthermore, the 
defendant was allowed to refute the charges. The defendant’s circle of 
friends and the defence witnesses had to sit out in the corridor since
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the judge refused to allow anyone but Ladislav K.’s wife and daughter 
into the courtroom. And the court is not required to justify such a 
ruling.

I was fascinated by the judge. As soon as I set eyes on him, I 
recognized with despair the features of a person just doing their job, 
one for whom the idea of justice had no wider significance. It would 
never occur to him, for example, that he was merely the latest in a long 
line of judges going back centuries who had tried people on behalf of a 
political regime. In that man’s mind, Ladislav K. had been found 
guilty long ago and the trial was no more than a tedious formality. 
During one adjournment, I buttonholed him in the corridor. I had 
barely managed to say a tenth of what I had on my mind before he 
escaped into his office, where I imagined him having a snack of bacon 
with mustard. He betrayed no human reaction. He showed no 
emotion in fact. He merely behaved as if the defendant Ladislav K. 
were no more than an object in his flat disturbing its order and 
tidiness, and the time had come to move it out into the passage.

Just as it is easy to govern in conditions of existing socialism, so is it 
easy to preside over one of its courts. There are no reporters with 
cameras milling in the corridors, nobody pestering the prosecution 
and defence counsels with questions. In Ladislav K.’s case no one was 
aware of the fact that a writer whose books used to sell out in weeks 
just two years before was being sent to jail. Those of us who were 
concerned knew that the newspapers would only print the briefest of 
reports about the whole trial, so that people could take note and heed 
the lesson, but nothing conspicuous enough to attract foreign atten
tion. Not one writer or journalist protested: Ladislav K. stood in the 
dock alone. All he had a t that moment were his sixty years, his 
Communist past, his mistakes, an aching back due to a slipped disc 
and his highly-developed sense of humour, the latter not too much use 
to him in the given circumstances. He was sentenced to two years’ 
imprisonment, in the same cell as criminals of every kind.

The participants in the trial made their various ways home. The 
judge heaved a sigh of relief at the end of a tiresome day and, no doubt, 
enjoyed his evening meal. All in all, it had been an ordinary sort Of day 
for him. There is bound to be someone up there, he is sure, who knows 
why he has to do such things. Perhaps it’s part of some shrewd 
political plan in which the condemnation of Ladislav K. is required in 
order to ensure order and tranquility in the State, and help overcome 
the profound crisis our society got itself into, as it says in the papers. 
I t’s Ladislav K.’s tough luck that it happened to be him. If it hadn’t 
have been him, it would have been someone else. Anyway it all comes
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down to the same thing in the end. That’s life. Some people are lucky, 
some people not so lucky. Besides, if you decide to be a satirist you’re 
asking for it anyway.

After the trial, I was determined to find out if this absurd process 
had indeed been part of an ingenious state plan for restoring order. 
With little hope of success, I wrote to all thé top leaders of the Party 
and State, expressing my horror at what I had witnessed. And then 
something totally unexpected happened. The Chairman of the Slovak 
National Council, who is nominally head of the Slovak National 
Republic in the Federation, told his secretary to make me an appoint
ment to see him. By that time, I was employed as an excavator-driver 
and on the appointed day was digging sewer-trenches. At ten that 
morning I washed myself in a puddle, put on the suit I had brought to 
work with me, and rushed off to the offices of the head of state.

I was ushered into an enormous, red-carpeted office, served coffee 
and permitted to smoke state cigarettes. I spent almost two hours in a 
heart-to-heart conversation with the Chairman of the Slovak 
National Council, during which time I was given every opportunity to 
express my concern over the case of Ladislav K. But the Chairman 
was not inclined to take things as tragically as I. He told me some
thing of his own experience so that I could appreciate the difficulties 
of his position. When I mentioned bugging devices and told him how 
dreadful I found them, he dismissed it with a wave of his hand 
declaring that when he had been editor-in-chief of the central Party 
newspaper, he had also found such devices in his office. However, he 
did express sympathy and promised to discuss the case with other 
high-ranking state officials, in particular, the General Secretary, on 
the occasion of the forthcoming manoeuvres of the central military 
command with the allied armies. I was to come back to see him again. 
So I went back and saw him on a later occasion and once more we 
discussed the darker side of life under existing socialism. The Chair
man told me that he had indeed raised Ladislav K.’s case with leading 
comrades and that the General Secretary had stated that he had no 
wish to see Ladislav K. sent to prison. I was overjoyed at the news and 
said that, in that case, it was simply up to him as Head of State, to exert 
some of his authority and thereby help improve the State’s public 
image. But the Chairman merely shook his head and said that he 
could do nothing, because if he interfered with the court’s jurisdic
tion, he would merely be repeating the old mistakes of the 1950s. He 
told me this with regret, and for a moment, I was sorry for the old 
chap. He suggested that I, or preferably the wife of the accused, go 
and see the appeal court judge and inform him that it was not in the
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State’s interest for Ladislav K, to be jailed. She did just that, and on 
appeal, the sentence of the first court was upheld: two year’s im
prisonment.

Ladislav K. served thirteen months and then was amnestied on the 
anniversary of the February events.3 He then spent the next few years 
paying for the cost of his imprisonment in instalments out of his 
retirement pension.

The most lasting feeling I had after it was all over was a sense of 
inexpressible admiration at literature’s ability to see into the future. I 
find it hard to fathom how Franz Kafka, who had never stood in the 
dock himself and had lived quite an ordinary life under the old 
monarchy, could have known anything about the fate of someone at 
some far distant date when ‘order’ was being restored in his old 
homeland.
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Hostage of the State

There is one positive attribute of existing socialism on which doubt 
was never cast even in the most critical discussions of the Czecho
slovak Spring. I refer to child welfare in the purely material sense.

Socialism has always been constructed with an eye to the future. As 
a rule, it always promised more than it delivered. For specific his
torical reasons, it offered its citizens almost nothing in material terms, 
just hope for the future. As a result of the incredible poverty accom
panying the early years of Soviet power, socialist ideology displayed a 
total disregard for the present and descriptions of socialism as a 
system of adequate well-being came to refer exclusively to the future. 
The ideology of praise for the existing socialist reality is of fairly recent 
date: it was not fully current in the Soviet Union until the end of the 
fifties, and not till the early sixties in Czechoslovakia. The little that 
the new order was able to offer its citizens in the material sense was 
chiefly available to the children, since these were seen as the future 
living in the present. Thus, children were to taste from their earliest 
years the material security that the rest of the population were to 
enjoy only in the future. A typical cult of the child came into being, 
and developed still further in existing socialism. Indeed, it became 
such a fact of life that relatively little ideological mileage was made 
out of it. Being virtually a sacrosanct area of society, it merely 
continued into the restored order to everybody’s satisfaction.

To have a child in Czechoslovakia in the seventies is a fairly 
trouble-free affair. Almost too trouble-free, in fact, with the result that 
children are born to quite immature parents. The State makes sure 
that the mother receives ante-natal care in perfect maternity hos
pitals, and that children receive constant health care, even quite 
costly treatment in special cases. It also gives parents direct and 
indirect financial assistance, builds nurseries and nursery schools, 
and assures every child’s schooling up to the age of fifteen. It provides
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extra-mural activities and makes it possible for children to practise 
arts and crafts and learn every other possible skill. One might get the 
impression that the State treats its children with love. There are no 
poor children in Czechoslovakia; should any live in want, go filthy or 
suffer from educational neglect, it is not the State’s fault, but that of 
the parents.

In return for all this, of course, the State claims exclusive rights to 
the education of its treasures. It provides them with an objective 
education which, in many respects, is unparallelled, but it also uses its 
monopoly of education to instil state-approved attitudes and the 
official ‘world outlook’. This area of education is so bombastic and 
unsuited to the particular age of child, that it is frequently just absurd 
and has the opposite effect from the one intended. There is no doubt 
that this accent on political education has its roots in traditional 
beliefs in the unlimited power of education — beliefs which have been 
part of socialist attitudes to education from the earliest utopian days, 
through the beginnings of socialism in the Soviet Union to the prac
tice of all the other socialist states. The hopes which existing socialism 
pins again and again on the political education of children may be 
seen as an expression of its disappointing lack of success in nurturing 
a new type of human being en masse. The fact remains, however, that 
the countries of existing socialism are peopled by quite ordinary 
human beings, and that the distribution of good and evil in society has 
not changed in the least. And yet, the hope dies hard that the next 
generation will have the characteristics planned for it by the centra
lized educational system.

During the years when the 1968 upheaval was maturing, the 
shackles of bombastic and purely formal state education were gra
dually loosened. Most importantly, a certain herd mentality in that 
area of education began to disappear, and more scope was given for 
independence in the child’s mental development. There was also a 
marked decomposition of the external signs of enforced uniformity, 
such as rigidly formal greetings, flag-waving, empty rhetoric, and 
constant expressions of gratitude and devotion to the regime. Even 
the existence of a single children’s organization was challenged.

The restoration of order put everything back in its old place with 
more thoroughness than ever. Children’s education was once more 
totally unified and pupils were again subject to the fetishes of existing 
socialism. This unified indoctrination, with its many purely formal 
elements, is one of the most important outward signs of order. It is not 
enough for the State to have healthy, well-fed, well-clothed and
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organization in which they can be marshalled to line the streets 
waving flags during State Visits and appear in their uniforms on May 
Day viewing stands. It wants its children singing hymns about their 
happy lives, reciting verses about the Party and their love for the 
Soviet Union, learning by heart meaningless texts for their political 
education, and always ready to agree with the teacher’s every word.

Children are the State’s favourites, partly because they are 
malleable and obedient and partly because they represent no danger 
to the existing system. Children cannot just take it into their heads not 
to go to school or the May Day rally. In fact they are the best 
organized section of the population. Every morning, there they are, 
nicely separated into classes. Whenever a row of joyful citizens is 
called for, all it needs is a phone-call to the head-teachers of a few 
schools.

The State’s need to have children neatly ranked among the out
ward signs of order is irrational and, unlike other needs, not even 
dictated by any pragmatic considerations. It often struck me at the 
beginning of the seventies that the State behaved instinctively like a 
mother duck, hurriedly trying to get her unattended brood back 
under her wings. There was the evidence of two generations to prove 
that the uniform and essentially formal ideological education of chil
dren and young people was totally ineffective in the face of reality. 
Thus the picture of the world foisted on children at school as part of 
ideological education disintegrated without trace when confronted 
with the real world. It had been shown conclusively that one-sided 
indoctrination of children was positively detrimental to the education 
of conscious citizens, because the young people would reject the 
one-sided picture with disgust as soon as they discovered that reality 
was manifold. It had already been proved again and again that just 
one tactical lie in a curriculum undermined the pupils overwhelming 
confidence in the rest of it. It had also been shown beyond doubt that 
a formally instilled positive attitude towards socialism merely en
couraged young people to create a shell of outward obedience for 
public display, while they remained unconvinced inside. All this had 
been discussed in fine detail, proved beyond doubt and demonstrated 
in practice.

Despite this, the renewed order brought back all the fossilized 
methods of indoctrinating children, together with a greater formality 
than ever before. Moreover, since any belief in the effectiveness of 
indoctrination had long disappeared, all that was left was an absurd
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activity which turned nine-tenths of children into little hypocrites 
with a profound mistrust for anything that even remotely resembled 
civic or political activity.

It was above all primary and secondary education that were drawn 
into the process of restoring order. It has always been the favourite 
target for reforms, being a defenceless sphere to which objective laws 
do not apply. Alongside defenceless children, it is made up of the most 
malleable human material of existing socialism, teachers, who are 
nearly all women and can be herded at will, retrained, intimidated 
and brought to heel. The human material is organized on virtually 
military lines, as one school-director can control an entire platoon, 
and a single inspector, an entire company.

Thus, a school system has been recreated in which individual 
chiMren enjoy absolutely no scope for free choice within the teaching

'■‘cess. They join the Pioneers because everyone does. They join in 
rr^1 '* collections and voluntary work. They take part with everyone 
else in meetings with ‘eminent workers’, and go in a group to the 
cinema or theatre to see specially-chosen educational programmes. 
They all go together to museums, demonstrations and welcoming 
parades, where they wave flags and cheer. They are not required to 
enjoy it all or display the slightest enthusiasm. It is quite enough for 
them to go through the motions and thereby preserve the school’s 
reputation.

At school the child quickly grows used to the fact that an educa
tional system chained to an all-embracing curriculum does not re
quire one to understand or think out independently any problem from 
the adult world, but only to learn word for word the exact exposiuon 
of a problem and to be capable of regurgitating it precisely. Thus, 
right from the start, the youngest citizens learn to avoid the pitfalls of 
independent thought and discussion, and to give priority to rote 
learning in all subjects. They learn the importance of the platitudes 
which abound in text-books drawn up by the pedagogues of the new 
order. In the course of the restoration of order, millions of children 
were to learn that one single word or even a person’s name could be 
taken as an expression of hostility to the State. This became unmis
takably clear when, on the teacher’s instructions, they had to paste 
over pages of their text-books and strike out undesirable names with 
Indian ink. As the names of certain authors and works disappeared 
from their books on Czech literature, they learnt that it was best to 
keep quiet about national leaders at whom they had obediently waved 
a short time before. It is most unlikely that any of those children will 
ever want to become teachers, having heard their own teachers tell
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year. At least the realization that their teachers had no choice will 
help to teach them a certain indulgence towards adults.

All those children will learn to view political education as a mean
ingless and formal complement to normal schooling, retaining their 
attitude as they move on to higher education. For its part, the regime 
does not seem to care: it is enough that children should be able to join 
the ranks of the adult population with a knowledge of the rules of the 
game. They already know the right time and place for various types of 
behaviour, for a given word or platitude. This is the price that 
children are having to pay for the care and attention which the State 
has bestowed on them since birth. They will discover later that 
nothing they received was free.

Those who took it upon themselves to renew order in Czecho
slovakia were only too aware that the concern of parents for their 
children could be used as a means of putting pressure on citizens. 
There was no public decree that children were henceforth the hos
tages of the State, or that their training and eventual social standing 
would depend on their parents’ behaviour. Such a decree would not 
look good. It was quite sufficient that the overall evaluation of the 
adolescent pupil should take greater account of the parents’ be
haviour than of the child’s performance. It was made quite clear that 
this was indeed the case, and every parent realized that the old rules of 
existing socialism was back with a vengeance. ‘If you don’t want your 
child to suffer the State’s odium and feel disadvantaged, and instead 
want it to be cared for, to enjoy all the benefits of free schooling, the 
chance of a good job, and so on, be sure not to do anything to annoy 
the State. Be loyal, deny yourself your rights and convictions in the 
interest of your child, take part in helping to restore order, admit your 
faults and errors and blame others for them, and, at the very least, 
don’t allow your misgivings to jeopardize the general effort to restore 
the system!’ As if to underline the importance of taking this rule 
seriously, most of the children of those who had led the reform 
movement, together with those who, for one reason or another, had 
been marked down as a possible disruptive influence, were refused 
places at specialized schools, universities and training institutions in 
general. No information was ever published about the fate of such 
children but news of the penalized hostages spread by word of mouth 
and gave parents grounds for second thoughts. Parents felt bound to 
take stock and give serious consideration to the importance of the 
values they lived by, and how much their attitudes, beliefs and 
convictions meant to them. Wives would confront their husbands
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with the question: ‘Do you want to ruin your children’s chances?’ Was 
all the rotten politicking worth it? Could one really give one’s con
science priority over one’s children’s future? Wasn’t it just one’s 
pride? Weren’t one’s children worth humiliating oneself for?

Thousands of parents appealed against decisions and there was a 
flood of letters and petitions. But to no avail: just one unspoken rule 
applied. There was no point in arguing logically that modern civiliza
tion had long regarded the practice of meting out punishment on 
children for the sins of their parents to be a mediaeval throw-back, nor 
that it was totally at variance with fundamental socialist teachings. It 
was futile to recall that Vladimir Illyich had been admitted to the 
Law Faculty even in Czarist Russia, despite the fact that his brother 
had tried to assassinate the Czar; or that Stalin himself had declared 
that the son should not have to answer for his father. It was pointless 
to observe that the State was in effect admitting the powerlessness of 
its educational system to counteract parental influence in a child’s 
upbringing; or that by wronging children, the State was creating 
natural opponents to the system, instead of winning them over by its 
magnanimity. I wrote several letters along these lines to leading 
politicians, and included many other arguments too. But I never 
received a reply. Nor did any national leader ever admit that the 
holding of hostages was part of a plan for the renewal of order. Once 
again, it was just lower-ranking officials pursuing the policy with their 
tacit support. One day, should the need arise, they could always 
declare that the policy of hostages was never official and was merely 
an excess caused by the turbulence of the times.

However, the achievements of that policy were joyfully received. 
Combined with material persecution, it helped to bring many parents 
into line. I know of many real-life cases in which children as hostages 
played a key role in people’s decisions and became the one single 
factor that decided their attitude to the restored order. With this 
policy, the State proffered an honourable way out. To deny one’s 
convictions for motives of parental affection is regarded, in Czecho
slovak society, as an honourable retreat. In fact, to behave otherwise 
is regarded with total lack Of understanding, since it means placing 
one’s child at risk of incurring the State’s odium.

The upshot of all this is that the care which existing socialism 
bestows on children is not so disinterested after all. The bill for this 
care is presented to parents as soon as the children reach adolescence, 
but the greatest cost to be paid is at the moment when the children are 
hoping to go on to higher education.
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Education as a Privilege

As I slid down the ladder from qualified to unqualified employment, I 
gradually passed through quite a representative spectrum of our 
social structure. With a certain amazement I observed that, contrary 
to popular belief and to the official hierarchical division of society into 
workers, peasantry and lastly intellectuals, education, particularly 
university education, is still a valued commodity at all levels of 
society. This is so despite the paucity of rewards, and the lack of 
material security for the intelligentsia, and their undeniably greater 
lack of freedom. It is more or less natural that parents who themselves 
had a university education should seek that same level of education 
for their children. However, the same aspiration is felt by parents who 
themselves have only completed secondary education, and by now it 
is quite a normal factor in working-class homes. As for families where 
the father owes his office in the economy, the State or the Party to his 
social origin, it is taken for granted that his children will go to 
university.

Now, it is no secret among the citizens of existing socialism that 
higher education per se does nothing to enhance the individual’s 
status, particularly with regard to material benefits. In the main, a 
skilled manual worker is paid incomparably better than someone of 
the same age with a university degree. There are even some manual 
trades, as I know from personal experience, where it is possible to 
earn more than an academician or university professor, the extra in 
those cases, of course, being achieved through greater effort. Educa
tion, except in rare instances, is no condition for economic success. 
There are far better rewards to be gained for sowing your back garden 
with early peppers than for writing a scientific treatise. The well-off 
people in existing socialism are those clever individuals who are able 
to offer services direct to the consumer. These are the small-scale Osip 
Benders:1 ice-cream sellers, brokers, notorious moonlighters and pri-
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vate specialists who make up for the services the State fails to provide, 
not to mention the private entrepreneurs in all fields of human 
activity who escape the clutches of the law. Doctors, who are reputed 
to amass private fees, are at a disadvantage by comparison, since the 
conditions of their profession make it impossible for them to make the 
most of it in a consumer sense. When it comes to the arts, in which it is 
popularly assumed that the pickings are easy, ‘national laureates’, 
stars and ‘committed’ artists are probably the only ones who can be 
described as rich.

It is also a well-known fact that the intelligentsia is the most 
vulnerable section of society, being the most frequent victim of purges 
and minor acts of persecution of every kind. Because of the position 
they occupy, state employees in this category are less independent 
than the working class and peasantry. Education jeopardizes peace of 
mind in the State, and by its nature, it incites people to take the risk of 
voicing criticism and makes them slaves to a sense of responsibility 
which they would be better off without. In addition, there are a whole 
set of notorious disadvantages to the possession of an education in 
existing socialism.

And yet, tens of thousands of parents use every possible ruse to get 
their children into university, wait on tenterhooks for exam results to 
be published, are always looking for someone to put a good word in, 
and are ready to grease secret palms and totally repress their own 
identity if it will ensure their child a place in college. Clearly, one 
reason for this trend in Czechoslovakia is that education costs parents 
nothing, or so little that it represents no sacrifice. A further reason is 
the wholly natural factor of keeping up with the neighbours: when so 
many other children can go to college, why shouldn’t mine? Old- 
fashioned notions of social prestige still survive, and there are also 
complex psychological factors which play an undeniable role. Chil
dren at university continue to be part of the family circle, they are still 
dependent and remain a source of parental joy or disappointment, 
and so on. But the principal motivation is a subconscious and none- 
too-clear conviction among parents that education will, in some way, 
provide their children with a more effective defence against the pres
sures of social manipulation by which they themselves are buffeted. 
They feel that somehow their children will gain the self-confidence 
they themselves lacked: that education will enable their children to 
avoid the bewilderment with which they watched social upheavals 
and the succession of one regime by another; that somehow their 
children will make sense of the processes that have always been a 
mystery to them. Last, but not least, there is the feeling that education
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is an important factor in the social emancipation of young women. 
Such were the responses I received in the course of my own private 
inquiries among parents in recent years, even if they were not ex
pressed in so many words.

In about fifty per cent of cases, the need to face up to this decision is 
a traumatic moment of parenthood in existing socialism. Of course 
the law says that education is the right of every citizen; but over the 
years, the letter of the law has been forgotten in practice and parents 
have come to the unspoken conclusion that education is a privilege 
which the State accords in return for services rendered. Even in this 
field we have started to see the implementation of the law of socialist 
distribution: from each according to their ability, to each according to 
their services. In the nation ofComenius, people have grown used to 
the idea that education is distributed according to services rendered, 
just like coupons for choice holidays, a state flat, state distinctions, 
permission to build a chalet in one of the restricted tourist areas, and 
so on. I still recall how parents would solicit my mediation when I was 
on the staff of the university, and how they would include on appli
cation forms details of their services to the resistance, their achieve
ments at work, and their possession of awards and offices, in the 
profound belief that they were seeking a privilege for themselves in 
which their child’s abilities or talent were irrelevant. If the child still 
failed to get a place, they would first search their own conscience and 
question the extent of their own services to the regime, reproaching 
themselves for not having done everything possible, for not having 
exploited every opportunity, for having failed to approach some 
influential acquaintance or other. In addition they would feel hatred 
towards those who had proved to know the ropes better, sparing no 
effort to get their children in.

The idea of education as a privilege has, of course, never been 
officially proclaimed. What has been declared is the principle of 
class-based selection, such that candidates from working-class or 
peasant backgrounds are given priority in the interests of a class 
balance. In one respect, this is a rational principle because it compen
sates for the handicap suffered by children from homes where study is 
not encouraged. Unhappily, however, it has become a smoke-screen 
for the prioritization of certain candidates on every conceivable 
ground but class origin. Working-class families have always placed 
the least faith in that principle, and felt the greatest need to solicit 
help. It is above all in these families that one hears fantastic stories 
about fur-coats, cars and chalets being given to persons unknown as a 
little something in return for a university place for their child.
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When order was restored, places in higher education became a 
matter of overt political barter. Admissions boards became market
places for services rendered, at which influential officials would put in 
a word here and there, and it was calculated how to normalize parents 
with a doubtful past. It was a dismal nationwide spectacle. Children 
and their education were openly used as a means of putting pressure 
on their parents, or simply as targets of political revenge against those 
whom the regime regarded as responsible for the crisis or as obstacles 
to consolidation. It was an opportunity for further damage to be done 
to the national character, and among wide sections of society it 
undermined the slight progress that had been made in the assertion of 
their rights. In addition, the young people who gained higher- 
education places during those years were imbued with the conviction 
that, for their entry to adult life, talent, ability and application were 
by no means as important as the political loyalty of their parents, 
good connections and the patronage of political officials. This tem
porary hostage-taking had wide-ranging political repercussions and 
was an important adjunct to the political, economic and police vio
lence which had been employed to achieve the restoration of order. A 
foreigner not well-acquainted with the murky comers of existing 
socialism must find it hard to appreciate that the reason why so much 
conversation in Czechoslovak homes centres on the children and their 
future is that it helps to exorcise the traumas surrounding their 
children’s path to education.

I also experienced these traumas with my own children. They were 
worse than anything else that had befallen me, and I have yet to be 
cured of them. In this chapter, I am striving desperately for a 
detached approach to the whole issue, but I fear that I am incapable 
of it. I know of dozens of families struck by this typically Czechoslovak 
trauma, some of whom fell apart under its weight. I know of friend
ships that were destroyed between parents of children who had got 
places and others whose children had failed to get to university. This 
special politically motivated trauma naturally affected only a mino
rity, and a sociologist may dismiss it with a wave of the hand. But the 
ripples that spread out from that minority helped to foster the wide
spread realization that, in existing socialism, to entertain and espouse 
a conviction even slightly at variance with officially sanctioned 
opinions is prejudicial to one’s children, and that those who choose 
such a path have no right to have children at all.

In my opinion, the children who live through that trauma emerge 
in better shape than their parents. Many find their own way of coping 
with the unwarranted disfavour of the State, and this experience gives
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them strength and may have a favourable influence on their character. 
Obstacles in their quest for education provide them with a more 
favourable basis for self-examination, and enable them to seek, and 
even to find, more worthy paths to education than those furnished by 
the State. At all events, they are obliged to face up seriously to the 
question of existence for the first time, and thereby steal a march on 
their more fortunate, and problem-free contemporaries. Whether 
this equals itself out is a moot point. It is also difficult to judge 
whether the list of rejected candidates has included Nobel prize
winners or other potential sources of national pride. But such con
siderations are too subtle for pragmatic politics. I know intimately the 
fate of a young woman who has been through the selection process 
eight times. On each occasion, the examining board agreed that she 
was the best candidate in terms of abilities and knowledge, but the 
admissions board concentrated solely on the sins of her parents. This 
young woman went through everything it is possible to go through in 
such circumstances. The last time she sat her entry exams, her former 
schoolmates had just graduated, bedecked with flowers and sur
rounded by contented parents. Once, she even received official notifi
cation of acceptance signed by the university Rector himself. But after 
three days of incredulous joy, she received a note signed by the 
selfsame Rector in which he rescinded his decision without a word of 
explanation. I have held that note in my hand, and it was hard for me 
to believe that a university official graced with the academic title 
‘magnificent’ could be capable of cancelling a decision after three 
days, without intimating, even in confidence, that he was a mere 
pawn in the hands of the mighty of this world. More than five hundred 
years have gone by since the Rector of a not-far-distant university 
refused to rescind his word even before the Emperor, preferring death 
at the stake in Constance. Strange times when even a Rector can do 
without self-respect.

O f course there are no statistics covering such cases. The real 
reason for rejection is never stated, and the admissions board invokes 
the shortage of places. Nonetheless, the truth is known to the 
members of the admissions board and the university officials, and 
they make no secret of the fact that their general function is to carry 
out orders. Their consciences are not troubled by wrongs committed, 
because they have no say in the matter. For years I have longed for the 
day when I would learn about a case in which a university official says, 
to the amazement of the others present: ‘This has gone far enough; 
this lad has so much talent, I’m taking him! It’s he, not his dad, who’s 
applying, and I want to have more able students in my faculty.
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W hat’s more I regard this manner of taking it out on the children to be 
unworthy of socialism and our university. The final say is mine, and I 
say we’re having him. If they put the screws on me to go back on my 
decision, I shall be forced to resign.’ I have waited a whole six years 
for such a case, but none has yet reached my ears. It is almost 
impossible to credit! No one has been prepared to listen to the voice of 
reason. It is even conceivable that nothing would happen to them if 
they did.

Thus, as a result of corruption, wheeling and dealing, nepotism, 
parents’ ‘services rendered’ and political revenge, the whole value of 
higher education is debased at the very outset. Standards are adapted 
to fit the abilities of the privileged, and all trace of creative intellectual 
work are gradually disappearing from the university. Discussion as a 
method of study has been eradicated. Academic debate is a thing of 
the past, vegetating in just a few abstruse disciplines. The new 
generation of students who possess the privilege to study cannot wait 
for their years of mindless formal study to end, and meanwhile just 
swot for exams and obediently attend meetings of the youth move
ment. Professors give lectures and students take notes. A new genera
tion of existing socialism’s mute intelligentsia is in the process of 
manufacture.



14
The State Lie

I have no illusions about truth. When they try to convince me that 
truth is both subjective and objective, or even that it is class-based 
and that it is necessary to ascertain whose interests it serves, I remain 
silent. I have never believed that there exists some salutary, fool-proof 
method of arriving at an apprehension of the truth. I do not believe 
that it is in the power of human beings to produce a true mental 
picture of the world. Every contact that people have with the world is 
complicated by promptings which come from mediated perception, 
from personal experience and from the standpoint of the observer, as 
a relativist would say. I never felt really comfortable when lecturing to 
my students on epistemology. Even now it seems slightly aberrant 
that someone should, over breakfast, consume several evident lies in 
the paper and then spend their time at work dealing with subtle 
solipsisms. Notwithstanding, my former colleagues continue to spend 
their days criticizing agnostics and verifying truth with praxis, and 
then sitting down at home in the evening in front of the television to 
listen to the most bare-faced lies. Philosophy never harmed anyone, 
but it is more useful in today’s world to view the question of truth 
versus lies from a political and moral angle. The world in which we 
live increasingly escapes our understanding, despite the fact that we 
are receiving more information about it all the time. Before the eyes of 
the inhabitants of the planet the faces of national leaders are paraded 
on the television screen. All of them avoid the truth with skill, and 
some quite simply tell lies with no skill at all. This is true of elected 
presidents and dictators alike. In fact there are those who maintain 
that these days politics is the art of not telling the truth, or better still, 
not saying anything at all. Or even telling brazen lies in a good cause. 
One does not get the impression that national leaders feel any shame 
at such behaviour; instead they think they are very clever or that they 
are merely following the advice of their staff. This art is now so
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entrenched that voters no longer choose a candidate for their truth
fulness, but for their skill and artfulness. They would not give their 
vote to someone who would actually call them stupid and narrow
minded, even if it was his real opinion. Non-elected representatives lie 
to the people because they do not depend on them and also because 
lies tend to sound better than the truth.

In an ideologically quartered world, truth becomes scarcer all the 
time. Under the weight of ideology, reality is increasingly distorted 
away from truth towards lies, and this applies everywhere and to all 
ideologies. Thus little hope can be held out for truth. Even though lies 
mount up everywhere, our concern should be with our own brand: the 
State Lie of existing socialism. This is not a new phenomenon in 
Czechoslovakia and did not arrive with the restoration of order. It is 
just the degree of brazenness that has changed. I became accustomed 
to it just like all other citizens. It is an essential part of public life and 
falls outside the realm of moral values.

I was still a student when the State Lie struck for the first time. It 
was 1953 and I was one of tens of thousands of demonstrators at a 
sports stadium. The Regional Party Secretary was at the microphone. 
He was telling us how marvellously we were doing, both in fulfilling 
the Five-Year Plan and in all other fields. I applauded and cheered 
with the rest. Then the speaker turned to topical matters. He mocked 
those who believed imperialist propaganda stories about a monetary 
reform and were buying up all sorts of old junk in every shop. He 
wound up his remarks by declaring that there would be no reform of 
the currency, because the Czechoslovak Crown was stable. Once 
more I applauded and cheered with the rest. The very next day a 
currency reform was decreed; working people came out on strike and 
people cursed aloud in public. Anyone with savings lost them. I 
gleaned the papers for news about the Regional Party Secretary 
having shot himself. But he had not shot himself: he was soon to be 
promoted to a higher post. They explained to me later that the very 
nature of a currency reform required such a lie.

By the time the Cuban crisis broke out, my attitude was such that I 
treated with suspicion the Soviet declaration that the USSR had no 
missiles in Cuba, even though it was reaffirmed by the country’s 
highest leaders. And indeed, as it turned out, the non-existent missiles 
were later withdrawn.

Major State Lies gradually became less frequent in the sixties. 
Little by little, the situation in Czechoslovakia changed until an 
almost normal balance of truth and lies had been established in state 
declarations. That is not to say that long-term lies were no longer
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proclaimed. There was, for example, the claim that the housing 
problem would be solved by 1970. It was also the time when they 
enunciated the basic economic law of socialism, that the standard of 
living constantly rises as wages increase and prices fall. This law has 
yet to be rescinded. But the most brazen lies became rarer, together 
with the ignoring of unpleasant news. When there were huge floods 
along the Danube, which literally washed away several villages, there 
was no denial of flooding. When growth targets were not reached, 
they were stated as such. The mass media gradually came round to 
truthfulness themselves, and there was even public debate about how 
to obtain the truth about certain phenomena. In 1968 people could 
even choose between several interpretations of social phenomena -  
which, while not particularly convenient, was decidedly an improve
ment.

The restoration of order relied on two major lies: that there had 
been a counter-revolution in Czechoslovakia, and that Soviet troops 
were stationed only temporarily. One lie leads to another. . . and 
another. Goebbels, the limping leader, was wrong: no lie has ever 
become truth by dint of repetition. I know of no one in my country 
who took those lies as the truth. Those who believed the repeated lies 
must be keeping out of my way.

The restored order creates a false picture of reality, chiefly because 
it has placed an ideological straitjacket on all representations of it. 
According to the simplified ideological model, everything within our 
frontiers, everything socialist, is good; in the Soviet Union things are 
best. Elsewhere things are worse, and in the United States, worst of all 
— all according to the needs of the hour. Of course, this model provides 
ample scope for interpretation. It can be used crudely or even subtly. 
But it is still a model that tends to falsify reality. The citizens of 
existing socialism are used to this model and naturally take every
thing with a pinch of salt. If they have personal experience, they 
prefer to trust that.

Since the restoration of order, the propagandists have literally vied 
with one another in praising the existing order to the skies, with no 
regard for good taste. It often strikes me that it must get on the nerves 
of the more serious politicians, since a general lack of criticism under
mines economic thinking and makes it more difficult for them when 
they have to take unpopular measures. But, once out of the bottle, the 
lying genie is hard to control. Day after day it‘invents fresh absurdities 
and clothes reality in a rosy smoke-screen which has the power to 
render impossible even attempts at rational government of the State. 
So long as propaganda is only intended to deceive citizens, it is not so
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bad, because they do not believe it anyway. But it is dangerous to the 
State when political leaders become captivated by their own propa
ganda, as was the case with Stalin. There seems to be no danger that 
the same will happen in Czechoslovakia. For if the leaders of our State 
actually believed that 99 per cent of the population fully supported 
them, as the elections showed, they could dissolve the secret police, 
end the political screening of employees, and allow poets to write 
what they like.

The State Lie, of course, provides encouragement for the minor, 
everyday lie, which does not get into the newspaper. The propa
ganda of success promotes a massive tendency towards lying in the 
economy. Every general manager and every director know that their 
superiors have no liking for bad news. For this reason, economic data 
are distorted on a grand scale. In December it is announced that 
targets have been reached, but they will still be fulfilling the plan in 
the new year. Targets are fixed in the knowledge that, even at those 
levels, no one will meet them. The most inventively fabricated details 
about ‘socialist competition’ are announced, although in fact it is all 
sham. Stocks are shrouded in secrecy, and there is speculation in the 
domain of finance. All balance-sheets are approximate. As the years 
go by, the disparities grow and inevitably produce some unpleasant 
surprises. Nevertheless, it is not the people with good sense and a 
desire for truthfulness who are promoted, but the manufacturers of 
successes, if only on paper. Meanwhile, the media continue to dis
seminate the opium of success and national splendour to the detri
ment of rational economic management. There are even propa
gandists capable of making a virtue out of the almost 100 per cent 
increase in the price of petrol. They bring into their sums the abolition 
of road tax and conclude that it is cheaper to leave your car at home 
and walk.

The omnipresent State Lie has a negative effect on morals in 
general, establishing the norm that untruth is not only unpunished 
but even rewarded. Once they have grown used to this approach, 
citizens find that lying comes easily outside their private lives. After 
all, they were taught to lie at school and to conceal their convictions. 
They learned to lie at their place of work because they convinced 
themselves that it paid to do so. They lie in forms, they lie to bureau
crats, they lie to the courts, they lie to their superiors. Quite simply, 
they lie when they get a chance. They have no moral scruples about 
lying to the State, and see this as an action of self-defence. They are all 
too aware that the State is not straight with them. Generally speaking, 
artful swindlers and liars who have managed to pull a fast one on the
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State are held in higher regard than conscientious individuals who 
slog away for a State that does not deserve it. I only ever knew one 
conscientious working chap of an exemplary type. He would climb 
down into a trench to retrieve paving stones or bricks for the State’s 
benefit. His mates would stand and scratch their heads in amaze
ment. Yet every day the State Lie produces a multitude of Heroes of 
Labour painted in totally unreal colours. I once knew a Socialist 
Labour Brigade leader who scarcely worked at all but spent all his 
time at meetings or conferences, or trying to sell his glory in a 
newspaper office. I have known distinguished directors who would 
use their employees to do private jobs for them. I have been used as a 
driver on business trips whose final destination was the country 
cottage or a relative’s home. I have encountered champion liars who 
could manage to get away with doing- nothing while earning more 
than anyone else. I once knew a fellow who would cleverly use the 
telephone to leave news of his whereabouts and give vivid accounts of 
what he was doing, while in fact, he was at home jawing with his wife 
and just running out to the phone now and then.

Just like the State, citizens regard lying as a useful tactic, parti
cularly in the political sphere where what pays is clearly laid down. In 
answer to direct questions during political screening they lie with an 
eye to the advantages. They are ‘totally devoted’ to the socialist 
regime and the Communist Party, they ‘love the Soviet Union’, are 
‘clear in their mind’ about religion, attend meetings and demonstra
tions, ‘have no doubts’, and so forth. This sort of lie is exempt from 
moral judgement. The same people are horror-struck and aggrieved 
by their children’s first lie to them at home, and are filled with disgust 
if friends lie or conceal something from them. Those are quite dif
ferent matters. Life beyond the narrow confines of one’s private life is 
governed by different moral laws. It would never strike anyone to mix 
the moral criteria of their public and private lives. In the outside 
world, lies and subterfuge are commonplace; in their private lives, 
people are careful to protect their moral values.

Another form of the State Lie in existing socialism is the practice of 
hushing up a wide range of national questions. This has become an 
attribute of our type of society — which is why most of us do not 
normally give it a second thought. Fifty per cent of the time, the 
reasons for such secrecy are quite irrational. It is easy to explain its 
origins. For years socialism in the Soviet Union was under constant 
threat. It was an encircled society. One should not be surprised, 
therefore, that it behaved like a military encampment surrounded by 
enemy positions. As many people have pointed out, military and
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political thinking became virtually synonymous. In an encircled mili
tary encampment, it is quite natural to conceal one’s weak points, as 
well as one’s strategies, plans and, of course, the inner organization 
and its function. This all led to the petrification of national life in its 
different forms, a condition that continued even when the original 
threat had gone. Furthermore, secrecy became part and parcel of the 
political system and made it easier to govern. It led to the formation of 
privileged social groups who were privy to political secrets, and kept 
the people in a state of tame ignorance. It created two realities: one of 
them visible, the other hidden. The government publicly accepted 
responsibility for the visible reality alone. It was only in crisis that the 
hidden reality came into the open.

No principles or theoretical basis were ever thought up for this 
secrecy; there were only vague slogans about vigilance and watchful
ness. Yet secrecy, as one form of the State Lie, became a solid 
component of the outward signs of order in existing socialism. Even 
now, it is still possible to measure orthodoxy of existing socialism in 
the different socialist countries by their degree of secretiveness.

In common with other outward signs of order, secrecy was affected 
by the shake-up at the end of the sixties. News was published about 
the political activity of state and party bodies, even the innermost one: 
the Presidium. As a result of interviews, reporting, popularity polls, 
not to mention indiscretions, a large proportion of the hidden reality 
was revealed and became part of visible reality. To a certain extent, 
state policy became an open secret. When they recall 1968, people still 
refer to the end of secretiveness as the most notable feature of the 
period. And indeed, as such, it was viewed with great hostility from 
outside.

When order was restored, the State returned to the practice of lies 
and secrecy. And even those phenomena which had surfaced slightly 
in the course of the fifties were submerged into the hidden reality. 
Nine-tenths of the state iceberg disappeared below the surface. In the 
renewed order, citizens know virtually nothing, apart from the most 
approximate percentages, about national defence, foreign trade, 
international agreements and loans, the cost of imports, the manage
ment of hard-currency resources, the structure of state subsidies and 
wholesale prices, not to mention arms sales to foreign countries.

Since the restoration of order, secrecy has assumed absurd propor
tions. Not only does the concealment of planned price increases 
provoke regular panic-buying: not only does the silence about the rate 
of criminality lead to the spread of fantastic stories, far more blood
thirsty than anything ever printed by the old gutter press; but even
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matters which are quite incidental and totally unrelated to the basic 
structures of the renewed order are kept secret. The fees paid to actors 
and pop singers, the bonuses paid to professional and semi- 
professional sportspeople are all concealed -  which leads quite need
lessly to outbreaks of social envy. The private lives of all manner of 
prominent people are also a secret, so that rumours abound and are 
eagerly received rumours. A further veil of secrecy, fuelling specula
tion about the cost involved, lies over the construction of medical, 
holiday and other ‘purpose-built facilities’ for privileged members of 
the state and party bureaucracy. Also shrouded in mystery is every 
aspect of police activity — even those undeniably beneficial to society- 
and, whenever possible, accidents and fires. All political scandals are 
very carefully kept dark. Indeed, political life itself is conducted in a 
twilight of secrecy, and its protagonists live in a similar atmosphere. 
Modesty has nothing to do with it, of course: the point is to prevent 
the emergence of any public rivalry. Any popularity poll is suspect at 
the outset since it promotes the idea of choice by public criteria. 
Political selection in existing socialism is always the result of 
completely internal considerations and a whole series of tactical 
calculations.

The personal details of the leaders of the renewed order -  their 
personalities, their private or family lives, etc. -  are kept a close secret. 
This is why all of them, apart from the main leaders, are shadowy 
individuals; ninety per cent of the public does not know them by 
name, and mostly has no wish to know them. In most cases, 
people simply do not know whether they are married or not, whether 
they have children, or whether they have any ordinary human 
interests in their lives apart from politics.

Living in this twilight world, members of the political leadership 
are defenceless in the event of intrigues and power-struggles. They 
live in the awareness that should they be eventually removed from 
office, the people will welcome the measure as yet another wise party 
decision. The circumstances of their public appearances are very 
narrowly circumscribed: viewing stands, banquets, receptions, visits 
to factory and farm, sports matches, theatrical performances and 
suchlike.

The State Lie and state secrecy, which form the characteristic 
atmosphere of existing socialism, do not worry people too much, since 
they do not impinge on their private lives. During the years that these 
particular attributes have existed, everybody has found some way of 
finding out the approximate truth and, if necessary, penetrating the 
veil of secrecy. Alongside the official news network there is an exten-
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sive grapevine which, with a little commonsense, allows you to obtain 
a fairly truthful picture of reality. The most carefully concealed pieces 
of information make their way on to the grapevine, along with prac
tical consumer news, forecasts of different official measures, and 
rumours or hushed-up scandals. Of course, sometimes one en
counters items which are no more than wishful thinking, and those 
apocalyptic visions which are so beloved of folklore. The grapevine’s 
greatest source of satisfaction, of course, is when an official announce
ment confirms something that everybody knows already. At such 
moments the unofficial newsmongers glow with pride and are the 
heroes of the day. ‘There you are,’ they can say. T told you so, and you 
didn’t want to believe me.’ An extension of this game is to guess how 
the official propagandists will dress up a piece of ‘news’ that has 
already been common knowledgs for ages. People will then go out and 
buy the paper, not in order to read the news, but to savour the obvious 
embarrassment with which an unpopular piece of news has been 
presented. Imagine, for example, that a well-known sporting person
ality, an official idol, has defected. Everyone knows about it already, 
down to the last detail, but they are all on tenterhooks, waiting with 
relish for the pathetic way the news will be presented in the official 
media.
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Corruption

Each time I come back to writing down these thoughts about existing 
socialism, I consciously resist the onslaught of personal memories, so 
that they should not dominate a book about the present. As I search 
through my recollections, I wonder whether my memory of some of 
the things that occurred in the past is not too coloured by my youth 
and naïveté at the time. What was it that made thousands of young 
people slog away for next to nothing on the huge socialist projects? If 
my memory serves me right, the only thing they ever complained 
about was not having enough water to wash in. Was it really me 
earning 850 crowns a month as my first teacher’s salary ? As far as I 
recall, it never really mattered to me. I would dine off a roll and jam 
before travelling to a nearby village to lecture in a pub for twenty-five 
crowns about Karel Capek or Jaroslav Hasek. When the time came 
for discussion about my lecture, the only kind of thing that people 
asked me was whether I would help them to write to the district 
authorities for permission to shoot the crows on their land. It never 
occurred to them that my sole interest was Karel Capek, for example. 
Now I am told by my young workmate, a manual worker like me, that 
two thousand crowns is good money for someone who does nothing 
at all, while a three thousand crown salary calls for a bit of effort. But 
if you are really going to show a will to work, then you should be on as 
much as four thousand a month. My young work-mate is exactly the 
age I was when I started work as a middle-school teacher. And then 
there is the StB major who asks me: ‘How much do you get for driving 
a bulldozer? How much does your wife earn? Then what is it you’re 
after, for heaven’s sake? You can live decently on that.’ Thus speaks 
the guardian of order in existing socialism, which, the papers tells us, 
is the realization of the just and truly human order of society that has 
been the dream of all mankind since time immemorial.

The truth probably is that when existing socialism first came into
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being, the remnants of soporific utopias still exerted their influence on 
it, with their tendency to relegate financial considerations to second 
place behind such values as socially useful work, the joy of communal 
living, self-sacrifice, mutual help, generosity, and so forth. Minor 
corruption was combatted as a malignant growth in the body of the 
new society. At the barber’s there would be a sign saying: ‘Don’t 
insult us by offering a tip.’ Consequently, it would never occur to me 
to offer the barber a tip, because the last thing I wanted was to insult 
him. When our first child’s tonsils were removed in hospital, my wife 
and I did not have the courage to offer the surgeon the bottle of French 
cognac we had at home, for fear of offending him. When the butcher’s 
son brought his teacher, my wife, two kilos of pork chops, she nearly 
died of shock. But that was all a long time ago. Existing socialism 
quickly rid itself of the utopian visions in which gold emitted a vile 
stench and — in the case of More’s Utopia — was used solely for making 
chains for the slaves. Money, that necessary evil whose usefulness in 
the transitional period was admitted only with the greatest reluctance 
by communist theorists, very soon lost its smell in existing socialism. 
Not long after the currency reform made everyone equal in poverty, 
money once more became a measure of social success and then the 
expression of a constantly rising standard of living -  that objective of 
existing socialism which proved the death of almost all the old social
ist ideals. Once money had come back into favour, it soon ceased to 
matter much whether it came from work or some other source. Many 
old resolutions were forgotten, and criticism of minor corruption 
vanished from official propaganda. Indeed, it is fair to say that the 
State gave its mute consent to people’s use of any means available to 
raise their living standards.

Almost imperceptibly, minor corruption has become a fact of life in 
existing socialism. It was flourishing by the sixties; and in the 
renewed order which eliminated all means of public protest, it is 
regarded as something quite normal. There are now no scruples left, 
and it is no longer considered shameful to accept tips and bribes. 
These days, if a citizen requires something a little more out-of-the- 
ordinary than a loaf of bread or a tooth extraction at an emergency 
clinic, then he will budget in various well-tried forms of corruption 
ranging from a crumpled hundred-crown note stuffed into an overall 
pocket to the refined combination of services of all kinds. It is not 
insulting to tip someone, but a sign of politeness. It is accepted form 
when receiving any state-supplied service, and the State actually 
takes it into account by deliberately paying low wages to workers in 
the service sector in the knowledge that the real money they make



comes from tips. Were this not so, there would be no one left working 
in the tertiary sector. In this manner, citizens pay a large part of the 
wages bill of waiters and waitresses, barbers and hairdressers, those 
engaged in repair work of every kind, spa personnel, doctors and 
nurses, taxi-drivers, petrol pump attendants, and many, many other 
categories of employees. I am not really sure one can devise a reliable 
moral yardstick by which to condemn this universal taking of tips. 
There is now a deep-seated awareness that service-sector employees 
derive half of their income from the State and half from those who 
receive those services, and a conviction that this is a just solution in 
certain respects. For instance, the State pays a domestic plumber to 
look at a faulty main. It is then up to the consumer to pay for the 
repair to be done willingly, quickly, thoroughly, and even to a high 
standard. When ladies pay their hairdresser’s bill, it is regarded as a 
sort of anonymous compulsory payment which the State will swallow 
up; the size of the tip is determined by the degree of competence and 
skill and, in certain cases, by the reputation of the salon. If you want 
your car repaired, there is a certain sum that you must pay to the 
State; but if you want it done in under a month, you have to pay 
privately. When you want a bricklayer in a hurry to put up a wall in 
your private house over a weekend, you must be prepared to pay him 
twice as much for an hour’s work as he receives from the state firm. 
And we pay it in the knowledge that he will do three times as much 
work for us as he would for the State.

I find it hard to call this widespread form of supplementary pay
ment by the name of corruption, even though it runs counter to the 
socialist concept of service and results in an incalculable quantity of 
untaxed income. In the final analysis, it constitutes an illegal partner
ship between the state and private sectors in the field of services, one 
that has been developed through practice and works well. By paying a 
supplement it is possible to make the unwieldy and inefficient state- 
run services work like a well-oiled machine. If you have the money to 
pay for private initiative, it is possible to get almost anything in the 
tertiary sector of the national economy: rapid and willing service- 
with-a-smile in restaurants, a hotel room in an overcrowded city, 
repairs of all kinds, from an engine-change in a garage to a patch on 
your jeans, etc. It is now possible to start building your own house, as 
long as you pay someone to look for material and purchase the 
services of assorted suppliers, lorry-drivers, bricklayers, tilers, electri
cians, plumbers, and even a building inspector. All of them combine 
state employment with private initiative. For years the State has 
acknowledged the existence of a semi-private sector in the national
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economy: there are fixed tariffs and delivery schedules; and hourly 
wages and piece-rates unlike state rates, are on a sliding-scale linked 
to hidden inflation. Everything just as it should be, in fact. The only 
thing is that the State behaves as if none of it existed and claims all the 
credit for better living standards which to a great extent derive from 
the efforts of this private sector. Establishment economists and sociol
ogists ignore the fact staring them in the face that there has been a 
radical change in the social position of entire sections of the popula
tion. For instance, the large social group that works in branches of the 
national economy offering scope for private initiative has, for a long 
time, enjoyed incomes far in excess of those available to social groups 
earning no more than the amount shown on their pay-slip. The 
fashionable hairdresser, the hotel receptionist, the butcher, the head- 
waiter, the tailor, the skilled car-mechanic and the industrious brick
layer all have higher incomes than a bank manager. It might be news 
to the sociologists, but it is common knowledge in society.

The period of early socialism is long past when I would not tip the 
barber a crown for fear of offending him. Over the years, we have all 
contributed substantial sums to the semi-private sector of the 
national economy, and none of us knows if we are encouraging 
corruption or merely submitting to objective economic laws. For a 
long time I was solely a payer in this connection, but I well recall that 
unique feeling of inner satisfaction when, as a driver, I would deliver a 
bed or a television set here, a garden bench there, and offer condes
cending thanks for the bank-note left on the car seat.

Alongside this most widespread form of supplementary payment, 
which I hesitate to describe as corruption, there exists a far more evil 
and obvious kind of corruption. It is symbolized by the outstretched 
hands of those whom fate has placed in a position where their decision 
can crucially affect the lives of citizens. We are all aware of that 
oriental disease that infected a  wide area of life in existing socialism. 
The State is even known to mete out exemplary punishment to some 
corrupt second-rank officials. The affair will get into the papers, but 
nothing will be said about the fact that the bribe-receiver was a 
well-known Party member. The kind of scandal that regularly comes 
to light involves housing cooperative enterprises. But similar things 
are known to occur in education, culture and sport: in fact, in every 
possible field of activity. It is shortages of every kind in existing 
socialism that encourage corruption: the housing shortage, the 
shortage of cars of a particular type, the hard currency shortage, the 
shortage of places in the better schools, etc. But the principal 
shortage, which is responsible for the existence of widespread corrup-



tion, is the dearth of public opinion, the absence of an independent 
press, and non-existent legal protection against corrupt authorities.

I have often heard people relate whole sagas about corruption, with 
all the names and precise details. But when I ask them why they do 
nothing about it, they merely shrug their shoulders. There is nothing 
to be gained from crossing swords with the mighty. I once had a visit 
from a woman who had paid a fat bribe in a housing co-op in order to 
get a flat for her daughter, and ended up without one. She lamented 
and cursed, but when I advised her to make the whole affair public, 
she was horror-struck. The person who had received the bribe was the 
wife of a high-ranking State official. I once heard a similar story about 
the aunt of a high-ranking Party official who would take bribes on 
behalf of her nephew from people in country villages wanting to get 
their children into university. Even now, it is impossible for me to 
believe that particular story. But had I been a reporter on an indepen
dent newspaper, I would have gone to interview that particular 
auntie. I know a man who cannot resist drinking and driving. For this 
reason he keeps a five-hundred-crown note on his dashboard. He has 
been stopped four times by traffic police, and on each occasion the five 
hundred crown note has got him off. I have told him that the fifth time 
will be unlucky.

You are buying a car and the salesman assures you that they do not 
have your chosen colour. You give him five hundred crowns, and you 
can pick up the car that lunch time. The ‘lottery ticket’, as the five 
hundred crown note is familiarly known, opens doors, wipes the 
frown off the faces of bureaucrats, furniture store managers and other 
important persons. The State does nothing about it because, more 
often than not, the bribe takers are among its main supporters and 
bribery scandals cast an unwelcome light on the secret lives of these 
pillars of the State. But by concealing it, they do not make this 
corruption less disgusting. Hiding beneath the wing of existing social
ism is a modern version of the unearned income which socialism took 
up arms against, a century ago. When I think about it, dividends from 
invested capital appear less immoral than unearned income from 
misuse of one’s official position.

With the restoration of order, a third sort of corruption made its 
appearance: the political variety. This is a no less shameful type, even 
though it is so much part and parcel of the State system that we do not 
recognize it as corruption at all. In existing socialism, you cannot buy 
yourself a parliamentary seat, purchase favour with the newspapers 
or win state contracts with fat bribes. This sort of corruption 
continues to be reserved for parliamentary democracies of the
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traditional kind. It is not possible to buy an opposition MP, because 
such a person does not exist; nor can one bargain with the State, as 
everything belongs to it and, anyway, there is nothing we can offer it 
but our services.

Having a monopoly of the supply of privileges, wealth, money, 
travel documents to visit capitalist countries, university study, 
permits of every kind, etc., the State is capable of buying not only 
individuals but whole social strata. And it has no qualms in doing so. 
In exchange it requires nothing but political loyalty, obedience and 
loud expressions of assent.

Broadly speaking, that always used to be the case in existing 
socialism, except that they did not make such a song and dance about 
it. In the early days, propaganda, and socialist-realist art in parti
cular, used to laud unpaid devotion as being morally pre-eminent. 
Heroes of labour, self-sacrificing officials and organizers of produc
tion were painted as if their labours were entirely devoted to the 
development of society, without concern for any reward in return. 
Much was written about shock-workers, innovators and outstanding 
cooperative farm workers, but a coy veil was thrown over how much 
the glory brought in for such a hero of labour. At that time, moral 
incentives were valued much more highly than material incentives. 
But that Chinese-style epoch did not last long. By the end of the fifties 
socialist commitment was encouraged by a whole set of privileges and 
rewards. Even then, however, literature was still much more 
enamoured of the hero who worked for socialism without a thought 
for what he might get out of it himself. The usual hero spent his time 
attending one meeting after another, late into the night, with no time 
for his wife and children. According to the usual pattern, he would 
then land in a domestic crisis, as his wife complained that he was 
driving himself too hard, not sparing a thought for her or for what he 
was getting out of it all; the neighbours had already bought a car and 
were building their own house, while all he earned for his rushing 
about was ingratitude, and so on. Not that there were no such people 
in the period of early socialism. I, for one, knew plenty. And they were 
indeed rewarded with ingratitude. To rank-and-file state and party 
officials such people always seemed a bit suspect. It was not long 
before I was regularly hearing the argument which subsequently 
received official sanction and has become predominant since the 
renewal of order. Why, it is said, should we be so shy about the 
benefits, privileges, rewards and material pleasures meted out to 
communists and committed non-party members? After all, do they not 
bear all the responsibility for the running of the State? Don’t they



have the most worries and accept every possible office? And hours 
after everyone else is at home or in the pub, aren’t the communists still 
at meetings or political education classes? The old-style morality was 
soon a thing of the past, and political corruption, plain and simple, 
became a feature of normal life, so to speak. In that sense, apart from 
the most scandalous cases, it does not even seem like political corrup
tion. I t’s only natural that the supreme employer should best reward 
its most loyal and trustworthy servants. The fact that truth, belief, 
conviction, conscience, reason, the right to disagree, and so on, are 
also involved does not concern the new morality too much. Everyone 
has a choice and can decide whether they attach greater value to these 
vague, hoary old principles, or to a life of carefree prosperity.

Right back in 1969, the supreme restorers of order made it emin
ently clear that these were the rules that would govern life in the 
coming years. This was a realistic approach, and all other consider
ations were a dangerous and unrealistic luxury quite unsuitable for a 
country in such a key strategic position.

Accordingly, the immediate concerns of the regime were to main
tain the relatively high Czechoslovak standard of living; to ensure the 
unbroken supply of commodities, once so erratic; to improve the 
position of certain groups of the population, such as pensioners; to 
make certain professions in the ideological sphere, such as teaching, 
more attractive; to make some progress, in tackling the housing crisis; 
to do something to ease the burden of young families, and so on. The 
whole miraculous pacification of a rebellious populace can be traced 
to relatively successful policies of this variety, which were accom
panied by materialist propaganda of the crudest sort. Czechoslovak 
propaganda quite literally unfurled a banner with the proverbial side 
of pork as its standard.1 Of course I do not intend to criticize the new 
regime for its steps to improve people’s living standards. But it was 
made patently clear that it was a question of either/or: either well
being or freedom, not both. In most cases, I do not blame people for 
having chosen well-being, when the choice was so miserable. It was 
stated that everyone would get a slice of Czechoslovak prosperity, the 
largest going to those who supported the renewal of order, and that 
those who resisted would have to put up with the crumbs or even 
nothing at all. Naturally, the propaganda did not say this in so many 
words. Instead, it was declared that those who were prepared to work 
bravely, to do their best for society, to support the Party’s policies, 
and so on, would find favour with the State. In Czechoslovakia there 
was no need to make a big issue of this, as citizens knew from everyday 
examples which were the things that would pay. They knew of cynical
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careers, of the abrupt decline in the political fortunes of a specific 
category of people, and of the special rewards for shameless propa
gandists. Quite simply, they knew that the State was in a tight spot 
and that every expression of sympathy could therefore expect to be 
well rewarded. Many reasoned that it would be stupid not to take the 
bribe being thrust into their hands by the State, particularly since it 
was all done above board and even discreetly in a lot of cases. You 
could hardly call that political corruption! To start with, the State 
bought itself the services of idle lackies and installed them in key posts 
in the economy and the political machine. It paid for these services in 
a quite legal form, through high salaries and a whole series of priv
ileges which are part and parcel of the life-style of the top strata. 
People have their own channels which keep them informed in detail 
about such privileges, and they talk of them with the sort of relish with 
which some people in the West read about the lives of the surviving 
aristocracy. When a line of black limousines rushes through town 
with a screaming police escort, people turn to each other and say: ‘Off 
to some banquet, I shouldn’t wonder.’ The chauffeurs of those black 
Tatras are the favourite source of tales about the lives of the nobs. I 
was once digging a trench with my bulldozer so that a water main 
could be laid to a newly-built centre for state guests. The building 
workers who took me to see the marble halls decorated with rare 
woods would shake their heads at the thought of the shinnanigans 
that would go on there. That life-style includes special medical care in 
state clinics, access to every possible pleasure, ways of cutting through 
red-tape, the best schools for their children, protection for the wider 
family and their birthplace, etc. Such privileges are often worth much 
more than money, and legal bribes contributed to the remarkably 
rapid change in political views of many ex-officials and individuals 
with an eye on high office. This was particularly true of those who had 
already had a taste of the sweet life and thought it wiser to jettison 
their publicly-declared principles and their oath of loyalty to the 
defeated party leadership. Any vacancies were cheaply filled by those 
who yearned for a taste of that kind of living.

The next to be bought were representatives of the intelligentsia, 
who were duly installed in key posts in propaganda, science and the 
arts. The new regime took pains, above all, to ensure that it quickly 
established the reputation abroad as a pillar of restored order, 
recognized as such by the majority of sensible people. To this end, it 
bought up university rectors, academicians, journalists, writers, 
actors and musicians, as well as favourite singers and even sports- 
people. It was quite common for it to pay many times the normal fee



for any sign of commitment to the new order. No secret was made of 
the fact; loyalty was rewarded with prizes, titles and other legal bribes 
available to the State. Most eagerly received were self-criticism or a 
signature beneath some manifesto of loyalty, and indeed, for many 
performers that was the condition for their continued existence. The 
warmest welcome of all was reserved for servile declarations of loyalty 
that had the added spice of attacks upon former colleagues and 
friends. At all places of employment the intelligentsia was continually 
to issue statements and sign declarations of criticism and self- 
criticism. Their contribution was submitted to a yearly review, at 
which indications were sought of their positive commitment. There 
was no talking oneself out of it. I once heard of a theatre company 
which undertook, as part of just such a demonstration of positive 
commitment, to become voluntary blood donors. But the officials in 
charge explained to the artful performers that blood had no political 
significance. The correct sort of undertaking was one that would 
make it impossible for them to pass themselves off as decent people in 
the event of a change in the political scene. This epitomizes the 
political corruption of the seventies: citizens were required to commit 
themselves in such a way that they would not be able to wriggle out of 
it later. They had to abandon any secret hopes for a change and bind 
themselves once and for all to the new order.

In this area, however, political corruption had much less success 
than in the purely political sphere. The regime was able to buy people 
to fill the vacancies and to represent the Czechoslovak creative intel
ligentsia, but it could not buy the cultural level. Once again it was 
demonstrated that truth, moral conviction and culture’s human com
mitment cannot be bought, as unbelievable as that almost sounds in 
today’s world. There was no return on the enormous investment. 
Years later, the State is now discovering that it bought itself prop
agandists whom no one believes, journalists who are only capable of 
writing tripe, university rectors devoid of moral or academic 
authority, academicians who merely hold meetings, second-rate 
authors, film-makers whose films no one goes to see, television writers 
whose scripts inflame the viewers, singers who are slick but fail to 
attract the young. Among them is a minority of capable creators who 
walk a tight-rope and sell themselves, but without the required degree 
of commitment.

Political corruption was widely employed in the restoration of 
order, with the sort of results one might have expected on mature 
reflection. But in the overwhelming majority of cases, all that people 
were prepared to give in return for a higher living was silence and
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total political indifference. This majority did not commit itself to 
anything and merely waits for further bribes. The danger for the new 
order lies in the fact that it will soon have nothing to pay with. Those 
who did commit themselves have the enjoyment of their privileges, 
but nothing has yet happened to provide a historical or moral justifi
cation of their weakness, and they are frequently haunted by the 
awareness that they allowed themselves to be bought at the cost of 
lies, the betrayal of their best opinion of themselves and the loss of 
their future. As is often the case, this disappointment may easily turn 
against those who thrust bribes into their hands.



16
Adaptation

Considered in purely rational terms, the renewed order in Czecho
slovakia looks like a vicious circle of absurdity, anomaly and in
adequacy. Thus it makes sense to ask why such a system did not 
collapse long ago. This is certainly a question that has greatly exer
cised the minds of the strategists of international balance. It is one 
that has taxed the efforts of marvellously equipped research insti
tutes, and it has been tackled by distinguished journalists and 
authorities of political science. I have read many answers to this 
question, and even more frequently I have racked my own brains in 
search of an explanation.

I inhabit a country whose economic, political and cultural life is a 
daily round of absurdities which are an affront to common sense. If 
your judgement has not been totally blunted, you come up against a 
dozen situations of mind-boggling senselessness in the course of every 
working day. And you do not need to assume the role of social critic 
and make careful note of each and every disorder in order to react in 
this way. These affronts to common sense are suffered by every citizen 
who has not yet succumbed to total apathy. Every day of the week 
millions of grumbling citizens are cast in the role of social critics willy 
nilly. You wait ages for your morning bus and when it finally turns up, 
it is packed to the doors and just drives past. As a result you reach 
work ten minutes late and are marked into the latecomer’s book, even 
though you will spend the next hours discussing football and you can 
handle your actual work load in two hours flat. The shop where you 
regularly buy something for elevenses is closed because the manager’s 
child has fallen ill. Milk crates stand in front of the shop in the blazing 
sun, alongside wire trays of bread and cakes lying open on the dusty 
pavement. Later you are called to an utterly pointless meeting, where 
you sit and doodle. Looking out of the window, you can see a group of 
building workers sitting around drinking beer. The most likely expia-



138

nation is that a delivery has failed to turn up, leaving them without 
pipes, concrete or such like. Or maybe the foreman has riled them and 
they are letting him stew. You go to the canteen for lunch and discover 
there is something wrong with the fridge, so the meat has gone bad 
and you are given a hard-boiled egg with your meal instead. Your wife 
phones to say there is no hot water to do the laundry because the 
boiler-man went out and got drunk. One of your colleagues boasts 
that he has managed to buy a radiator hose for his car, and you envy 
him. On your way home from work you join an enormous queue for 
melons in order to give the children a treat. You bump into someone 
you know and he starts to run the regime down loudly. You look 
around apprehensively in case anyone can overhear. It crosses your 
mind that there is a State holiday on the way and it is high time you 
put up the regulation poster in the window. You realize that you have 
forgotten the magazine that your son asked you to bring home so that 
he could cut out pictures for the school notice-board. When you get 
home, your wife will be on at you to write her political education talk 
on the inevitable demise of capitalism. For her, the idea of capitalism 
is coloured by a two-day trip to Vienna which she spent in an ecstasy 
of consumerism in the department stores on Maria-Hilferstrasse. 
During the evening you read a detailed technical write-up of the latest 
BMW in your motoring magazine. The aùthor has serious reserva
tions about the shape of the dash-board. You could hardly care less 
because you would never be able to purchase such a car even if you 
had five ‘Sportka’ wins. It has never been sold in Czechoslovakia, and 
it never will be. You doze offjust as a television commercial is usefully 
informing you; ‘You can buy shoes in the State-owned shoe store.’ As 
your eye-lids fall, it strikes you that next time you just might try 
asking for them at the butcher’s.

At least a million social critics at the end of such a day ask 
themselves the question: How is it possible that a system which heaps 
up such a mountain of stupidity, incompetence and irresponsibility 
did not collapse long ago? How can it display all the generally 
acknowledged signs of political stability? But what the million or 
more social critics forget is that although the system, as it is mani
fested in real life situations, is a daily affront to common sense, the fact 
is that common sense is the last thing that makes the world go round. 
For these daily insults to common sense are still not enough to prod 
the mass of social critics who make up ninety per cent of men and 
women in Czechoslovakia into any political action; the most they are 
ever provoked into is grumbling and private irritation. What moti
vates their fundamental attitude towards society is hidden much



deeper and does not have much to do with common sense. It has far 
more to do with the integration of their daily lives into the system, as 
well as with the fact that in existing socialism they are dependent, 
economically speaking, and indeed in complex human terms, on the 
all-embracing power of the State. One’s common sense may rebel and 
produce a thousand objections, but it is too feeble to counter the 
eternal reality that the lives of the overwhelming majority of human 
beings are governed by material needs. In our case these are satisfied 
by the goodwill of the State, in its capacity as sole dispenser of the 
basic requisites for existence. But the modern world involves not only 
bread, a loin-cloth and a roof over one’s head, but a continued striving 
to satisfy gargantuan consumer needs. I am not altogether certain 
that the politicians of existing socialism are aware of this truth in such 
precise terms, since they never mention it, but they clearly be
have as if they are. The contempt for common sense, which one 
witnesses day in day out, certainly gives grounds for such suspicion. 
Right at the beginning of the era of restored order I fooled myself that 
the absurdities could not last much longer; that the constant affront to 
reason must end in catastrophe, though of what kind I was not sure. I 
had underestimated one of existing socialism’s essential factors of 
internal stability, and that is the adaptation factor, its citizens’ ability 
to adapt to the basic constraints on individual life. This factor is 
nothing new but the result of a historical process which, amazingly 
enough, only goes back thirty years. In the course of those years three 
generations of Czechs and Slovaks have become integrated into a 
precisely determined social structure which differs fundamentally 
from any that has gone before. The population of a country whose 
development was very much in the mainstream of European civili
zation adapted itself to a system which, at the outset, seemed to many 
to be temporary, absurd, unstable and, in its excesses, quite insane. 
However, the process of adaptation was successful because the system 
of existing socialism was, in certain respect, overblown, simplified 
and convenient, so that it was far from difficult for people to conform.

Pluralist systems require a lot of attention from the individual: it is 
often difficult to see the wood for the trees, and political campaigning 
can be confusing; a surfeit of truths can debase truth in general; it is 
not easy to ascertain one’s actual place in society; competition makes 
heavy demands on one’s own efficiency, and so on. In order to 
integrate into the new society, all the citizen had to do was to come to 
terms with a very few basic notions: that there is only one party of 
government; that there is only one truth; that everything belongs to 
the State which is also the sole employer; that the individual’s fate
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rests on the favour of the State; that the world is divided into friends 
and foes; that assent is rewarded, dissent penalized; that it is senseless 
to kick against the pricks; that the State does not require the entire 
person, just the part that projects above the surface of public life; and 
that if this part accepts the sole truth then the individual may do what 
he or she likes in the private sphere. The State made it clear to its 
citizens that it did not require them to believe wholeheartedly the 
arguments put out by the daily propaganda. It would happily make 
do with passive loyalty and acceptance of the basic rules governing 
relations between citizen and State: between the citizen as employee 
and the State as employer, and between the citizen as consumer and 
the State as the monopoly supplier of commodities, services, culture, 
social welfare, education, etc.

A major incentive to adapt to the new conditions was the awareness 
that there was no alternative, this awareness deepened with the 
passage of time and the gradual obliteration of any reactionary, 
liberal or reforming hopes that had survived among the people in the 
fifties due partly to the conviction of that generation of adults that 
regimes did not last more than ten years. Many people believed that 
the new system would not survive, but most of the population adapted 
toit.

In Czechoslovakia, a remarkable degree of adaptability was dis
played by the peasantry, which had to transform an entire economic 
framework with traditions and customs going back centuries. In the 
space of ten or fifteen years, the peasantry was so perfectly integrated 
into the cooperative system that nowadays it would be difficult to find 
a large number of peasants desirous of returning to the system of 
private farming. This particular example of adaptation is a whole 
story in itself, and it remains the one and only planned social transfor
mation that was carried through from beginning to end in Czecho
slovakia. The tragic circumstances of an entire social class were 
transformed, by means of rapid adaptation into a new, incomparably 
more comfortable, secure and, by now, prosperous existence. A simi
larly rapid process of adaptation was undergone by the artisans and 
tradespeople, even if their trades and services suffered in terms of 
efficiency. As for the working class and the public sector employees, 
these groups did not experience any fundamental economic changes, 
and their adaptation took the form of new habits and life-styles and a 
transformation of their whole existence as citizens.

What made the restoration of order proceed so smoothly was the 
fact that deep down the entire population was already accustomed to 
that sort of order. The new tightening of rules was merely a signal to
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roll out the stereotypes of adaptation. Everyone is employed some
where and must abide by the state employment regulations. People 
are obliged to arrive at work on time very day, but it is not altogether 
necessary that they do any work. An adapted citizen knows a thou
sand ways of doing little or no work, and still maintaining a reputa
tion as a good worker. Such employment constitutes one’s funda
mental social security. Only in the case of a minority of citizens who 
occupy demanding, but attractive, posts of employment is this 
security dependent on their manifest servility vis-á-vis the regime. 
Even on low wages it is possible to attain the general standard of 
living, albeit at a lower level. If you are clever, you can even make a bit 
more. There is no need to put anything by for sickness or old age. 
Modest housing is cheap to rent. From the point of view of the 
consumer, adaptation means accepting that there is always a short
age of one thing or another. People are compelled to search for every 
little thing and to waste time standing in queues or running from shop 
to shop. But they have also acquired great ingenuity in procuring the 
desired article.

Another fruit of adaptation is the development of a whole series of 
astonishing skills and abilities which are possibly unknown in other 
parts of the world. There is the skill of travelling around half of 
Europe, living off the tinned food that occupies every available space 
in the car. There is the ability to obtain medicines normally sold only 
in Switzerland. There is the art of cooking in Cordon Bleu style with a 
quarter of the foodstuffs available elsewhere in the developed world. 
There is the capacity to have onions when they have been unobtain
able for weeks, to keep in running order an obscure make of motor-car 
for which spare parts have never been available in Czechoslovakia, or 
to start building a half-a-million-crown villa when your official salary 
is around three thousands crowns a month. The hundreds of such 
skills in the consumer sphere sometimes arouse a certain admiration, 
albeit tempered by the awareness that more rational use could be 
made of the nation’s energy. Cafés, pubs and restaurants are packed 
the whole day long, even though everyone has a job to go to. The 
mountains are thronged with skiers whose equipment has cost more 
than half an average annual salary. Almost all young people are 
informed about the productions of beat groups whose recordings have 
never been broadcast by Czechoslovak Radio. In the country with the 
dearest petrol, the streets are packed every morning with cars driven 
by people hurrying to work. I am often pulled up short by such 
phenomena and find it very hard to find a convincing explanation. 
This capacity to adapt to the system’s consumer shortages is un-
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doubtedly a sign of our national capacities, but it is depressing to 
think of all the initiative, ingenuity and time expended by adapted 
citizens in pursuit of second-rate consumerist ideals of a hazy ‘world 
standard’. When it comes to political adaptation, the average citizen 
of existing socialism expends far less energy. The rules are just too 
simple. All that is demanded is passive loyalty, which can be mani
fested simply by strict silence in all political discussions. Once or 
twice a year, citizens are called on to take part in some demonstration 
or celebration. The adapted citizens fill the squares or join the parade. 
They chat among themselves and do their best not to hear the 
speaker, applauding listlessly whenever the claque in front of the 
platform shouts one of the regulation slogans. Then it is time for a 
sausage and a glass of beer from one of the pavement kiosks. When
ever they have to attend meetings, these same people sit with pensive 
expressions trying to ignore the endlessly regurgitated clichés. They 
vote unanimously, and, without demur, accept ‘voluntary’ commit
ments, targets and contractual obligations, condemn whomever they 
are called upon to condemn, endorse protests to the US government 
and votes of thanks to the Soviet Union, and hand over three crowns 
for Vietnam even though they have long forgotten what has been 
happening there. It is sad, but one can scarcely wonder at it. Adapted 
citizens have already had personal or close experience of some settle
ment of political accounts which rocked their own destiny or that of a 
close friend. They have already negotiated several cross-roads in their 
lives, and they are used to the idea of crossing at green even when it is 
at variance with their notions of truth, common-sense or honour. 
There are some social groups, particularly at the top of the ladder, 
which have to engage in far more complex manoeuvres and pay a 
generally higher price for adaptation. The new regime required much 
more than passive loyalty from people involved in economic and 
political life, or in the fields of ideology and culture. It laid snares and 
traps, forcing them to betray others and to deny themselves. Even so, 
adaptation was soon a fact. People managed to cope with the more 
demanding rules, to respect the dividing line between permitted and 
proscribed thoughts, and to master the sort of behaviour that would 
guarantee success. The rules are known to all and respected by most. 
When someone departs from them, they create a sensation in their 
particular circle. People then wait with baited breath to see which of 
the stereotype reactions will be employed to deal with the deviation.

Many years of my life were spent in posts which were similarly 
demanding in terms of adaptability, and I do not deny that a whole 
era of my past was one of efforts to adapt. I, too, silently accepted lies



or at most asked for them to be formulated less crudely. I was a 
passive observer of rampant stupidity and would calculate the risk of 
every deviation at times of crisis. Like many others, I was more 
inclined to adopt prudent tactics than to take an uncompromising 
moral stand. I would employ words that were not my own, but the 
expression of a venial hypocrisy. I would always manage to work out 
some logical explanation that perfectly justified my actions. I would 
separate truth in general from specific truths, injustice in general from 
specific cases of injustice, violence in general from specific instances of 
violence, etc., and judged my own character in terms of my attitude to 
specific wrongs in specific human cases. In this way I evaded pointing 
the finger and shouting; ‘The Emperor has no clothes!’ (That has 
always been the riskiest course to take.) I knew then, as I do now, that 
no general formulation of obvious, albeit suppressed, truths will ever 
change a deeply-rooted political system. It only changes the indivi
dual who freely adopts such a personal attitude.

It was not until the restoration of order that I refused to adapt. 
Quite simply, the balance finally tipped. In this specific situation, all 
that remained on the other side of the scales, along with my old ideals, 
were dusty old words, words, and more words. No political logic 
could justify adaptation any longer, nor could any rational argument, 
however skilful. The only justification was fear of material persecu
tion and of the State’s enormous capacity for spitefulness. I know now 
that this refusal to adapt to the new order was motivated, in my case, 
as in most others, by a state of mind which the StB calls ‘stubborn
ness’. In fact, this is no more than a yearning not to have to live with 
self-censure for the rest of one’s life. It is one of the simplest of 
motivations, and I am always surprised when many people who have 
every reason to understand it best, fail to do so. Or maybe they do 
understand, but consider it more advisable for them to explain the 
failure to adapt in terms of political speculation, pride or God knows 
what else.

The number of those who refuse to adapt is a mere drop in the 
ocean. It sometimes strikes me that the renewed order could easily 
have afforded to let this drop exist and thus to improve its reputation 
in the international arena. If instead it submits non-adaptees to 
harassment of every kind, this only proves that it is unsure just how 
firmly established the adapted habits are among the majority of the 
population. In reality, the adaptation is at most superficial and only 
really affects that portion of the individual that can be seen publicly. 
Once their political tribute has been rendered, the adapted citizens 
can submerge themselves deeply in their private lives. Over the past
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thirty years, the regime has gained enough good sense not to interfere 
with the loyal citizen’s private life. Besides, it long ago gave up its 
initial project of harmonizing the private and public lives of human 
beings.

In the renewed order, the unsupervised private sphere is quite 
extensive. The State allows adapted citizens to do what they like with 
the money they more or less honestly acquire. They may build houses, 
chalets and cabins, and fit them out as they wish. They may buy cars 
and travel in them where they will. They may enjoy themselves as 
they like. They can fill the pubs, cafés and sports centres. They may 
travel abroad, so long as they can afford the shocking tax on the 
purchase of hard currency. They may use their garden to grow fruit 
and vegetables such as you will never find in the market. They may 
not actually be able to read what they would like, but the State erects 
communal aerials to receive TV programmes from Vienna. It does 
not go as far as to allow the Austrian television times to be printed in 
the papers, but people duplicate them for themselves anyway. In the 
privacy of their own homes, adaptées may spread gossip about poli
tical leaders, laugh at political jokes, slander and insult the Republic, 
relate stories about West Germany, Sweden and Canada, those fabu
lous lands where the unemployed get more on the dole than a 
managing-director earns here, and legends about emigrants and their 
stupendous careers which contrast totally with the tragedies retailed 
by the official press. Adapted citizens may curse, revile and rail 
against the allies, and profane all the Soviet sacraments. So long as 
they keep this for their private life and display their adapted faces in 
public, and so long as no spiteful person reports them, the State makes 
no attempt to save their adapted souls. The renewed order is happy to 
allow this safety valve since private anti-communism, like the prover
bial dog’s bark, will not reach celestial ears. The main thing is that the 
adapted citizen should turn out to vote for the Party candidates and 
take part in the May Day rally.

When I listen to adapted citizens talking in private, I have the 
feeling that they are taking revenge. With ferocity and impotence they 
avenge their public loss of face, their humiliation, their trepidation, 
their permanent state of fear, their own hypocrisy, and the lies they 
must listen and assent to, not to mention the minor acts of betrayal 
they have committed against themselves and often against their 
neighbour. But despite this, they will still manifest their public assent, 
march on May Day, pay their subscription to the Soviet Friendship 
Society, raise their hands at meetings and sign resolutions. The whole 
material basis of their existence binds them to their State, and any



refusal could result in the loss of the only thing left to them: their 
private life. Its attractions, albeit limited, are a gift from the State. 
They are the reward for adaptation. Adaptation in existing socialism 
is a unique form of social contract such as Jean-Jacques would have 
had difficulty in conceiving. Nonetheless, it is quite a stable social 
contract, one that has worked for decades and forms the basis of 
existing socialism. It is a far more reliable guarantee of order in the 
State than all those expensive and ever-expanding organs of surveil
lance. The essential condition for the functioning of this contract is 
the level of enjoyment the State permits its citizens in their private 
lives. In other words, it is a bargain in which the citizens must receive 
quality goods in return for adaptation. Stability will be threatened the 
moment that the price of adaptation becomes immeasurably higher 
than the value of the pleasures that existing socialism can assure.
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Positive Attributes

The division of the world into two antagonistic social systems fetters 
critical thinking, while the ideological prejudices of one and the other 
side rule out any rational dialogue between them. It is an arrange
ment that augurs ill, and if the gulf widens much further it could lead 
to the abrupt end of human civilization. I have no difficulty in 
imagining such an end. It may well be that it will not even require the 
detonation of atomic, hydrogen or neutron bombs. It will be quite 
enough for the two sides to become fixed in the false notions they 
entertain about the social systems in which we live and for the existing 
competition to continue in the form of rocketing production, wider 
prosperity and an orgy of consumption. This could go on until our 
devastated planet’s resources are totally exhausted and the final 
battle is-joined for the last life-giving crusts.

Whenever I read works of social reform from fifty years or more 
ago, I am enviously aware how those books are pervaded by innocent 
faith in a better future for humanity. There was a time when socialism 
represented a better alternative to the capitalist present, and at first it 
provided quite convincing answers to many questions. It is no fault of 
the classics that they had no solution to the more complex problems 
that human societies have begun to face in our own century. The fault 
lies with today’s ‘classics’, who would have us believe that the new 
problems of this second half of the twentieth century are no more than 
variations on the old. They seem convinced that over-population, 
pollution, energy shortage, the antagonisms between industrialized 
and developing countries, and other problems can be solved through 
study of Lenin’s works. Yet in Western Europe and America these 
problems cannot be hidden, even though nothing has been done in 
terms of actual policies to produce substantial reforms. Instead, 
priority continues to be given to the production of still more wealth, 
and the strategic confrontation with the Soviet Union.
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As a result of the division of the world, social thinking has turned its 
back on the old European tradition of planning for a better organiza
tion of the world. Europe has now accepted as a fact that all the 
theoretical schemas of the past have found their consummation in 
existing socialism and existing capitalism. Nonetheless, these two 
systems display major structural defects. But no third model exists; 
there are just partial reforms imposed by crisis situations, and prag
matic improvements. It is hard to decide which of the two systems is 
less equipped, in terms of a vital readiness to undergo internal recon
struction, for the type of problems posed at this end of the century.*

I make no secret in this book that the term ‘existing socialism’ 
arouses in me a sense of profound disillusionment. By turning a 
movement totally geared to the future into a self-satisfied present, it 
has stolen from socialism any future it might have had. There can be 
no other way of understanding the term; indeed that is how it is 
officially interpreted. What it says is that socialism as a model for a 
just and ever-changing order of society has ceased to exist: socialism is 
neither more nor less than the system we have in the Soviet Union and 
the countries of Eastern Europe. Miroslav Kusy1 has accurately 
described this as an ‘ostensive’ definition, typical of a time of ideo
logical desperation. When asked to define socialism, they point their 
finger and say: this is socialism. The finger is never quite sure whether 
it should also point in the direction of Yugoslavia, China, or even 
Albania. But what it does say quite clearly is that only the actually 
existing systems of socialism can be taken seriously -  everything else, 
above all eurocommunism, is poppycock designed to deceive public 
opinion. Democratic socialism is just such poppycock, and the worst 
of all was the ludicrous and shortlived socialism with a human face in 
Czechoslovakia. However much one may dislike the term ‘existing 
socialism’, it is understandable in terms of crude political utility. He 
recognizes that socialism has no further desire to develop, that in its 
present shape it is perfect socialism, that it will go on producing more 
and more steel, private cars and refrigerators into the future, but that 
in all other respects it will retain its present form. The import of this 
definition is all the more horrifying in that, for the first time in history, 
socialism has freely renounced any prospect of its own improvement, 
and that it has no other underlying idea capable of giving meaning to 
the social activity of the present generation. At the same time, I am 
haunted by the thought that the unhappy conclusion to the Czecho-

* The above paragraph appears only in the French edition, from which it has here been 
translated. Trs. note.
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Slovak experiment of 1968 did much to paralyse all ideas of reform in 
the minds of the fear-ridden ruling circles of existing socialism.

All those who took part in the 1968 reform movement wondered 
whether the new social structures created in the previous twenty years 
had enough positive attributes to permit a radical reform of the 
political system -  one that would create a social organism offering 
people a better environment than the existing systems of existing 
capitalism and existing socialism. Most of us believed that such a 
basis did exist; and judging from the echoes we received around the 
world, we were not the only ones to think so. But there was no time for 
thorough analysis, no time to consider the price that had been paid in 
the past to lay these bases, and no time to weigh up the historical 
significance of those structural preconditions in the national and 
European contexts. All that now remains of such considerations are 
‘what ifs\ And yet, again I ask myself whether the social system in 
Czechoslovakia, even after the restoration of order, still possesses the 
conditions on which the 1968 reform movement sought to create an 
alternative, third model of social development. It is a very difficult 
question to answer, especially since the renewed order has occluded 
even those positive features of our social life which I never before 
doubted.

I believe that one of the remaining positive attributes of existing 
socialism is its peculiar form of democracy. In the specific case of 
Czechoslovakia, this stems from the total destruction of the old social 
structures, in which all the class differences had their economic roots. 
This did not happen only in the classic sense: it also involved the 
disappearance of differences among smaller social groups, along with 
the distinctions based on status and property. Apart from a narrow 
stratum of people whose privileges derive chiefly from the social 
system, the Czechoslovak people is essentially a homogeneous mass of 
state employees. The removal of income differentials, which was a 
typical feature of Czechoslovak development, established a situation 
in which the incomes of the huge majority of the population did not 
vary by more than 50 per cent above or below the average wage. Even 
these variations are determined not by the particular kind of employ
ment but by such factors as tariffs, unrevised norms, bonuses, private 
earnings. Qualifications play a negligible role in these differences. In 
fact there is no difference between the remuneration of the intel
ligentsia and the working class — if anything, a manual worker’s pay 
tends to be higher than the average salary of the intelligentsia. In 
economic terms, this lack of differentials is harmful since it under-
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mines the efficiency of management in the national economy, but on 
the other hand, it promotes social equality by providing a financial 
incentive to take strenuous and unattractive jobs. Incomes policy is 
governed by the principle that if work is pleasant and interesting, that 
is, in a certain sense, remuneration in itself.

All this, and many other circumstances, ensure that social interests 
are the same among the overwhelming majority of the population, 
and that outbreaks of social envy do not occur. In political terms, this 
implies a positive programme can be addressed to the overwhelming 
majority of the population—which would be unthinkable in countries 
with a heterogeneous social structure. It is not hard to think of partial 
political aims which would instantly be received with enthusiasm by 
ninety-five per cent of the population. The secret of the general 
agreement with the measures of the Dubcek leadership’s programme 
lay in the fact that it was addressed to a homegeneous people. The 
same would also apply in the future. These days, the only political 
and social conflict of interests in Czechoslovakia is between a homo
geneous people and a narrow stratum of privileged individuals who 
çlirectly exercise power and are the pillars of the political system. By 
no means do I include rank-and-file party members among those 
pillars.

This social homogeneity gives rise also to certain ethical demo
cracy which is not solely the fruit of socialist economic transfor
mation. It forms part of a long tradition of Czechoslovak national 
development, and derives, above all, from the fact that the Czechs 
and Slovaks formed a nation on plebeian foundations. This explains 
why exclusive castes do not exist and why we do not encounter the 
closed social groups typical of traditional societies. In Czechoslovakia 
no social strata suffer from feelings of social inferiority. We have 
witnessed the frequent intermingling of the intelligentsia and the 
working class in the course of two generations. The master/servant 
relationship between human beings has been totally abolished. The 
hiring of people for private service is unthinkable. And there are 
many, many other factors which, in a fashion never dreamt of by the 
theorists, have made a reality of the old ideas of equality. This all 
endows Czechoslovak society with a very democratic colouring, and 
makes it a not-unpleasant place in which to live. It is a colouring 
which our citizens miss when they travel to the West, and I must 
admit that on the occasions when I have returned from there, what I 
have most looked forward to has been people’s easy-going attitudes 
and indifference to outward signs of social superiority. This gives one
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a comforting feeling of belonging. You cannot tell ‘who’s who’ in the 
street, the café, the pub or the restaurant. Nor can you tell by the car 
people drive.

As can be expected, this homogeneity does have its negative 
aspects. It encourages coarseness in human relations, shown in a lack 
of courtesy and respect. In shops and public transport, or when a 
minor traffic collision occurs, you have a chance to savour the rich 
heritage of Czech, Slovak and Hungarian invective. Arguing with the 
tram driver seems to be a regular pastime of some of our more choleric 
citizens. But it is never as nasty as it sounds. Short-tempered and 
unfriendly behaviour mostly occurs when citizens are pushed and 
shoved, or when they have to wait in a queue envying the people 
ahead of them. Were we a more temperamental nation, such situ
ations would probably turn out far worse. What is more serious is that 
this extensive democracy has an undesirable effect on general stan
dards of taste: the lowering of people’s overall standards tends to lead 
to mediocrity, not only in the arts but also in simple entertainment 
and popular culture. And its influence goes even deeper than that.

Nonetheless, this social homogeneity is a major positive attribute of 
the existing order and augurs well for a better future. A homogeneous 
people is fertile soil for major experiments because when a ruling 
group is as reactionary as ours, the people are necessarily to the left of 
it. In comparison with traditional Western society and its unchanging 
political spectrum, Czechoslovak society offers better prospects for 
the implementation of bold social reforms. The political balance that 
dominates most Western countries, in which close election results 
have been the norm for several decades, makes it difficult even to 
propose a political programme of a more audacious variety. In 
Czechoslovakia — and, it seems, in all the other socialist countries — 
the overwhelming majority of the people would instantly support a 
reform programme based on democracy and social justice. That is 
one of the principal lessons of 1968.

Among the positive features of the new structure of Czechoslovak 
society I would also include the collapse of traditional sources of 
authority such as property, the power of money, social origin, status, 
and others which endowed certain individuals with the right to rule. 
It must sound strange to hear someone in an authoritarian society 
talk about the collapse of authority. But it is a fact. The political 
authority of the ruling party and the privileged groups is not real, 
merely functional. It is tolerated authority, imposed by the totali
tarian system. In the private sphere of citizens’ lives it and its repre
sentatives are the butt of ridicule. There may be some exceptions, but
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they merely serve to prove the rule.
In a system of power such as that which was created with the 

restoration of order, natural authority cannot even be created in the 
case of political figures who show real promise. The constant need to 
lie, to repeat the same old clichés, to conceal any original ideas, to take 
part merely in sickening political rituals -  all this is the death of any 
political authority. One is left with a purely functional authority 
which derives from direct control over people’s destinies. The 
majority of people pay no more than lip-service to the authorities; in 
their hearts they despise them or, at most, are totally indifferent.

I should hardly need to prove that the traditional authorities of the 
old social structures are now dead and gone. All they represent to the 
younger generations are an echo of by-gone days of which they hear in 
the recollections of elder fellow-citizens. Because of the abolition of 
income differentials there is no possibility of recreating an authority 
based on property, financial superiority, or suchlike. Apart from the 
process of hierarchical subordination in the state, no person can 
become dependent on another through money, land, involvement in a 
profitable business, or in any other way. Despite the dependence 
involved in their situation within the State, the citizens of existing 
socialism enjoy a degree of freedom which can almost be described as 
anarchic.

Industrial and agricultural workers and public employees, who 
form the majority of the population, are not bound by any yoke of 
status and are therefore not obliged to respect any authority. This 
fundamental social phenomenon did not become apparent to me until 
I started to work in manual employment. It is much less obvious 
among the intelligentsia. Apart from the unpleasant attendant 
phenomena, this anti-authoritarian feeling of the majority of the 
population is a positive factor. It is a unique assertion of freedom, 
independence and self-awareness. It is above all the working class 
that has become accustomed to this sense of autonomy, and it would 
now be difficult for it to accept any other relationship. The fact that 
workers have virtually no political or trade union rights does not 
affect this reality. They have got used to the idea of ignoring all the 
aspects of political manipulation and doing what they like in the space 
left. In those cases where they are not bound by norms, they either do 
as much as they feel like doing, or nothing at all. They accept 
authority with condescension and know a host of ruses with which to 
foil authoritarian practices at work. By my reckoning, the socialist 
economy must be running at less than half efficiency because of this 
disintegration of authority in the State. But what has been lost in
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economic terms has been more than offset by the creation of more 
human production relations. Existing socialism has to pay for this 
positive social attribute in the shape of lower productivity, but it has 
undeniably left some hope for the eventual reconstruction of society 
on a more human basis; more hope than that offered by traditional 
society, now or in the past.

Attempts by those in power to introduce a capitalist style of 
management and to preserve the last remnants of competitiveness 
come up against insoluble problems. The formal superstructure of 
‘socialist competition’ and political incentives is today no more than a 
self-deluding sham. The leadership’s total lack of authority is a fatal 
expression of the contradiction between the need for efficient modem 
production and a political system which places all responsibility in 
the hands of a small ruling group. One decision after another is taken 
to improve efficiency and work discipline, but I cannot recall any that 
has actually had some effect. All are powerless in face of the collapse of 
authority resulting from the socialist organization of society. The 
whole irony is that while the Communist parties created homo
geneous peoples according to the book and helped to bring about the 
disintegration of the old authorities, they would like to govern the 
people and run the economy as efficiently as the General Motors 
empire. That is just out of the question.

Paradoxically, this whole situation is a positive attribute of existing 
socialism because it offers only two possible outcomes. The only thing 
that can replace formal and imposed authority is natural authority, 
democratically sanctioned by the political system. In other words, 
any new and genuine authority will have to be anchored in a political 
programme whose benefits, realism and plans are freely endorsed by 
the people, as well as in the human capacities, intelligence, foresight, 
dependability, moral stability and dynamism of those who will repre
sent it.

The second, parallel outcome can only be a structure which 
permits the widest sharing of responsibility in the running of the 
national economy, not only at leadership level but also among the 
producers themselves. The fact that previous attempts at workers’ 
control have not been spectacular successes can be put down partly to 
the failure to link them with a suitably adapted political system. This 
can be seen most clearly in the case of Yugoslavia. But there can be no 
other solution. One can hardly go back to military-style coercion, or 
to a situation in which the fear of the sack is used as a means of 
stimulating work discipline.
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In Europe

Exactly ten years ago, in autumn, just as now, I was travelling in the 
Rhineland. In Constance I sat down in front of the enormous stone 
which stands on the spot where Jan Hus and Master Hieronymus of 
Prague were burnt at the stake. From there I set off northwards along 
the turbulent river. Grapes were ripening on the sheer, slatey banks 
and the detonation of bird-scaring devices could be heard all around. 
At that time you could buy .a carafe of wine in a pub for a mark. 
Everything was spick and span and the landscape could have come off 
a postcard. Absolute peace reigned. It was the time before there were 
terrorists. There was just the extra-parliamentary opposition and the 
adulation of Herbert Marcuse on television. At Mainz University I 
attended a meeting of the socialist student organization. Quite a 
pretty young woman read out some sentences from Marx’s 18th 
Brumaire which she had underlined in red. There then followed a 
discussion on the dictatorship of the proletariat. At the end of the 
meeting, a rather cocky young man from Berlin spoke about prepara
tions for a student demonstration. Later that evening I found myself 
sitting on a beer crate in some cellar or other discussing the historical 
fate of Karl Marx’s doctrine with a student of theology. As far as he 
was concerned, everything was crystal clear and on all matters he 
knew far better than I, who was from a country of existing socialism. 
When I cautiously tried to point out certain problems in the practical 
application of Marx’s teaching, he smiled condescendingly and told 
me not to worry. They, in Germany, would not bastardize Marx’s 
teachings as we had done in the East. In the homeland of Karl Marx, 
the students and workers would make a better job of socialism.

I did not admit to that theology student that I had once made 
careful abstracts of almost all the works of Karl Marx and had even 
chewed my way through Das Kapital. Nor did I tell him that every
thing I had seen and heard that evening was completely familiar, nor
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that I, like many others, had juggled with the notion of the dictator
ship of the proletariat which, for me, was capable of meaning any
thing, apart from the secret police and the symbolic kick in the guts to 
anyone who held other than officially-approved ideas. Nor did I tell 
him how effectively and rapidly such a circle of hot-headed critics of 
society and planners of street demonstrations would be dispersed in 
every country of the dictatorship of the proletariat, nor that the 
working class in actual socialism would be far less interested in their 
radical ideas than in how they had come by the Volkswagens and 
Taunuses in which they drove off to their various homes late that 
night. Another thing I failed to tell the theology student was that I 
could conceive of only two possibilities for him in existing socialism, 
either as a prisoner of the State or as an official for church affairs. So 
all I told these young comrades from the homeland of Karl Marx was 
that Karl Marx was one thing and socialism in practice something 
else. Beside them I felt ideologically bumt-out, like a tree after a forest 
fire, and older than them by fifty long years of victorious socialism.

O f course, it is much easier to understand Karl Marx than 
Marxism. Marx retains his human proportions. I have always found 
it easy to imagine him as journalist in Frankfurt and as the thirty- 
year-old founder of a small group of people calling themselves the 
Communist league. I can imagine him in the International and how 
the Proudhonists and Bakunin must have got on his nerves. I can 
imagine him later in London, on his trips to the British Museum to 
work on the magnum opus which was intended finally to win him 
scientific recognition and so end the desperate waiting for fees from 
impoverished reviews and fringe journals. I regard him as an intel
lectual who combined German thoroughness and Jewish insight. I do 
not regard him as a leader of the working class, for the good reason 
that he never was one. In revolutions he was only ever an onlooker.

The only reason that Marx is a twentieth-century eminence is that 
the young Vladimir Ulyanov preferred his teachings to the home
grown populist notions of the Narodnaya Volya movement which had 
led his brother Alexander up a blind alley. But in the course of the 
historical process that shook the world, Marx’s doctrine was given an 
aspect totally at variance with the original meaning it had had when it 
was vying with other theories in the European ideological seed-bed. 
This is the only reason why Marx is now an inevitable prop, of 
enormous proportions, in revolutionary celebrations in Moscow, 
Peking, Hradcany1, Havana, Belgrade, Angola and goodness knows 
where else. These days it is difficult to judge just how far Marx’s 
teachings, which the author made such a point of defending from the
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world. What is more certain is that Lenin’s teachings and the Russian 
experience created a revolutionary model and a model political 
system that were adopted by many countries as a means of solving 
deep social crises. In some places, such as Cuba, the revolutionaries 
had to learn their Marxism only after the victory of the revolution.

In the decades since the revolution nothing has remained of Marx’s 
teachings but obligatory tribute to the precursor of the ideas of the one 
and only just system of our days. Anyone who knows Marx from his 
own writings will have no trouble in imagining how a man with such 
obvious intellectual self-awareness, and such a fanatically critical 
attitude to reality, would end up at an StB interrogation if he were to 
open his mouth here and now in public. I am not joking: logically, 
there could be no other outcome. Nowadays, all that Marx means in 
existing socialism is a portrait borne above the heads of the workers on 
May Day. Although his writings are published in finely-bound 
editions with huge print-runs, no one reads them apart from students 
at university and people attending evening classes. Even for them, 
they represent no more than a sort of compulsory study tax, because 
the supreme form of Marxism is provided by the decisions of the latest 
Party congress. The Party has no time for Marx: it has to run the 
national economy and the State. If a fair poll were carried out, we 
would discover that the overwhelming majority of officials of ruling 
Marxist parties have not the faintest idea of the tenor of Marx’s 
teaching. I greatly fear as well that their acquaintance with Lenin’s 
revolutionary pathos is just as scant. Those people are bound to know 
that Engels’s hobby was something called the dialectical method, but 
in practice they are governed by the principle that every contradiction 
must be nipped in the bud, and that the struggle of opposites can be 
happily ignored except when it is needed to describe or interpret the 
crisis phenomena of capitalist societies. The methods used in every
day politics are based on a limited number of principles and rules, 
which have been created in the lengthy course of existing socialism 
and principally derive from the empirical development of the 
economic and political system.

What I am putting forward here is not the fruit of disenchantment. 
It is the natural outcome of my own development and years of 
detachment from the ideological sources. The historical fate of teach
ings which become state ideologies is always the same. However, I do 
not believe it will help any discussion about the future of existing 
socialism to return to the supposedly ‘real’ teachings of Marx or 
Lenin, although it is true that the discussions which took place

In Europe 155



156

concerning certain aspects of the work of the young Marx un
doubtedly helped to pave the way for 1968.

The fact remains that existing socialism no longer has any ideo
logical content. If there is an ideology, then it is an apologia for the 
present political system, for economic growth, military might, social 
stability, social security, full employment, and so on. The 20th Con
gress of the CPSU was the last congress that tried to reformulate 
certain old theoretical problems. Since then, the only things to have 
disturbed the ideological calm of existing socialism have been appeals 
from outside, and the enforced confrontation with Maoism, Euro
communism and challenges to hegemony, as well as with other devi
ations from the canonized reality of existing socialism. Its handling 
of this confrontation is no less clumsy than its dealings with its own 
internal opposition in the matter of human rights. And this is inevit
able since it has confined itself to one single dimension -  the present— 
and is no longer capable of self-criticism or of conceiving forward- 
looking reforms. Despite the fact that all this must be obvious to 
politicians everywhere, our divided world continues to behave as if 
the sole reality was a state of permanent confrontation between two 
monolithic ideologies whose pedigrees go back to the original in
spirational ideas of the nineteenth century. Meanwhile, the original 
causes of that confrontation have disappeared, along with any threat. 
Existing socialism long ago gave up its original idea of world revolu
tion, which at one time directly determined the future of socialism. 
Existing capitalism no longer has either the means or the will to 
extend its system to countries where its economic roots shrivelled long
ago.

In their main features, more things unite the two systems than 
divide them. First and foremost there is the unconcealed priority they 
give to economic growth and political stability on the basis of pros
perity. In that respect, ideological reconciliation was brought about a 
long time ago, because as things stand at the moment, the prosperity 
of the one system is not achieved to the detriment of the other. On the 
contrary, cooperation is a condition for steady growth. This is parti
cularly true of existing socialism in the sphere of technology, because 
since it is less efficient it is always behind in this sphere and only 
copies the technological trends of the more efficient capitalist 
societies. Ideology or no ideology, existing socialism is at bottom 
grateful for the existence of efficient capitalism, since Western tech
nology allows it to avoid facing the effects of its own unwieldiness in 
terms of development, industrial modernization, the introduction of 
new production processes and, in general, the implementation of the
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ideas of the scientific and technological revolution.
It gives no particular pleasure to state this aloud or to admit that, 

though liberated from the fetters of old production relations, the 
forces of production are not behaving in existing socialism as they are 
supposed to. For they do not throw up anything like the number of 
ideas for technological advance that the forces of production still yield 
in the thrall of the old-style production relations. All citizens in 
existing socialism know from experience that the products and im
provements, particularly in the sphere of consumer goods, which, to 
everyone’s envy, are brought back from business or tourists trips to 
the West, will take ten years to appear on the socialist market.

It is a sad prospect, but the fact is that, at least for the time being, 
the leaders of existing socialism are gearing their economic and 
political thinking to the Western level of technologlical development 
in the sphere of production and consumption. In other words, the 
industrial complexes of the Western states, which are public enemy 
number one for socialist propaganda, determine what is on the 
agenda of central committee meetings of the ruling communist 
parties. There would probably not be so much talk about quality and 
efficiency if existing socialism were not confronted every day with the 
quality and efficiency of the market economy. According to old 
socialist theories, it should be the other way round. But although the 
majority of those who run the socialist economies know very well why 
this is so, the hard slog goes on all the same, because any solution 
would have to tackle the dangerous taboos of the political system and 
the crazy labyrinth of centralized management.

This unique coexistence of two political systems is advantageous to 
both sides, of course. Willy nilly the Western systems are confronted 
with the social security of the socialist states, the protection of weaker 
members of the community, totally free health care and many other 
factors. This cannot but make people question the advisability of 
unbridled social competition. Existing socialism’s capacity to avoid 
unemployment is already making some people stop and consider 
whether unemployment is not too high a price to pay for the competi
tiveness of the national economy, and whether its destructive effects 
on the state of society are not worse than slower growth rates. Finally, 
observation of political practices in the totalitarian systems has un
doubtedly stimulated people in Western societies to give serious 
consideration to the limits of traditional political democracy, and to 
gain a much more definite awareness of the meaning of freedom and 
human rights. The overall advantage of officially proclaimed co
existence is unfortunately hidden these days by false and hypocritical
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ideologies which sow mistrust, as well as by sharp practices in inter
national relations, revanchism, and so forth. To a certain extent 
blame for this rests with both sides. Unfortunately, the most dan
gerous factor is represented by the eternal traumas of existing 
socialism: the trauma of being under constant threat, and what is 
virtually an apocalyptic fear of a return to capitalism. No one can 
really imagine this in practical terms, but it has been the cause of the 
hanging and shooting of thousands of alleged plotters. I suspect that 
this feeling has its roots in the dim and distant past, and specifically in 
the Russian civil war and the ruthless post-war power struggle. For 
the past fifty years, plotting the return of capitalism has been the 
gravest charge possible, flung hither and thither like a boomerang for 
decades in the Soviet Union, China and all the other countries of 
existing socialism. The choice of target is indiscriminate, and often it 
returns on the heads of those who released it in the first place. I always 
had a feeling that the world had gone mad when I heard how 
professional revolutionaries, who had led and still enthusiastically 
supported a revolution, after life-long sacrifices for the vision of a 
better world, were supposed to have prepared the return of capitalism 
by means of wide-scale conspiracies. This irrational fear haunts the 
history of socialism like an evil spirit. Superficially self-confident, 
society lives the nightmare of eventual defeat, the knowledge of the 
futility of all sacrifice and of the relative nature of the values for which 
people laid down, their lives. This behaviour on the part of a system 
which totally destroyed and eradicated the economic roots of capita
lism cannot be explained in rational terms. But all revolutions, inclu
ding the French Revolution, for instance, have always acted as if they 
never quite believed themselves capable of changing deeply-rooted 
social relations. Khrushchev has described how he found Stalin sit
ting with his head bowed after the entry of German troops into the 
Soviet Union whispering that everything was lost: ‘All that Lenin 
worked for is lost!’ Nowadays, the Soviet Union is an international 
superpower whose might is doubted by no one, yet there are still a few 
dozen intellectuals charged with plotting the restoration of capita
lism. We learn that Mao’s widow was planning the return of capita
lism. In 1968, even the leadership of the Czechoslovak Communist 
Party was preparing for it. I remember at that time trying to conjure 
up a mystic vision of Alexander Dubcek handing over theGottwaldov 
factories to the international firm of Bata. But the picture just would 
not come.

What is certain, is that the intervention in Czechoslovakia was 
motivated by a historically created trauma, and a standing order to
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borders of the first homeland of socialism. This irrational feeling does 
have a rational explanation, of course. The political systems in 
Eastern Europe are in a constant state of tension: their leaders are not 
sure that they would be able to cope with a more radical reconstruc
tion; and they have neither a plan nor the experience to proceed with a 
reconstruction that would lead to greater political stability. In addi
tion, the Soviet Union is constantly on the alert due to the tensions 
among its constituent nations. For the sake of convenience, every
thing is lumped together under the joint heading of counter
revolution and restoration of capitalism.

In the welter of ideological deceit, what often eludes even Western 
experts is the fundamental reality that the Soviet Union’s so-called 
aggressiveness is only the sublimation of that feeling of internal threat. 
(Of course, there are also many who find that the false picture suits 
their purposes.) I am profoundly convinced that in its modern form, 
existing socialism is a non-aggressive society. Understandably, the 
Soviet Union behaves as a superpower in the international arena, and 
in common with others, employs its military might as an argument in 
political squabbles. But deep down, it is more dependent on peace 
than are other major powers. The Soviet Union’s underlying inter
national political strategy for the past twenty years has been to 
safeguard its own territories, where there is scope for social and 
political activity for three generations to come. Soviet military occu
pation of Western Europe, which provides the scenario for NATO 
war games, is just as absurd as the idea of an American military 
occupation of the Soviet Union. Even if the USSR had the means to 
do it, it could never cope with such a move politically. I am also 
inclined to think that nowadays the Soviet leadership is far from 
enthusiastic about the prospect of a Communist party in some 
Western country, e.g. Italy, assuming responsibility for government. 
It would create catastrophic ideological problems, particularly were 
such a party to try to put eurocommunist ideas into practice.

How else, except in terms of the decline of human reason, is one to 
explain the use of false ideological premisses as a justification for the 
arms race with its shameless waste of productive resources at a 
moment when industrial civilization is on its last legs, and with its 
dangerous assumption of instant reprisal which, in an unguarded 
moment, could bring human civlization to an end. The only other 
explanation that offers itself is that although Europe may well have 
entered the second half of the twentieth century in terms of its civiliza
tion, science and technology, its political and social thinking has
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remained bogged down in the ideologies of the first half of the century. 
It would be the first time in history that Europe has lagged behind in 
terms of ideas. Traditionally, it tended to outstrip its capacities in 
coming up with excellent, brand-new proposals for social utopias and 
the just ordering of society, at a time when there was only the slightest 
hope of their realization. Whenever some article of faith is dropped 
from an established ideology, you can almost hear its supporters gasp 
with pain; as when the Western communists dropped the dictatorship 
of the proletariat. It is not as if the dictatorship of the proletariat ever 
existed: there has never been anything but the shameless dictatorship 
of the ruling party.

Whenever I read something about conditions in ‘communist’ 
Czechoslovakia, I ask myself what could possibly be communist 
about Czechoslovakia? Its Communist Party, maybe? I cannot think 
of anything else, apart from communal lunches in the works canteen. 
What else could be described as communist in Czechoslovakia? 
Hardly the new estates ofpre-fàbricated flats, in which private spaces 
are so strictly segregated. The old village community had far more 
communism about it than the whole life-style of existing socialism. 
And what is communist about the building of communism in the 
Soviet Union? Surely not the Togliatti car factory, making the symbol 
of private consumer happiness available to millions more. Are the 
Soviet tourists in Czechoslovakia communist who rush into the 
nearest shop to buy ten pairs of shoes?

My guess is that the last person to concern himself about the 
transition to communism was Josef Stalin. Now the question is dead 
and buried. What level of production would be necessary for citizens 
to satisfy their ever-increasing needs at will? What will be common 
property? Perhaps the grain we import dearly for hard currency? Is 
there anyone these days really in a position to deal seriously with the 
communist future in the form it is described in its original manifesto: 
from each according to their ability, to each according to their need? 
Who will determine the need? And how will it be satisfied when a 
third of humanity lives permanently on the edge of hunger, when food 
is scarce, energy sources are running out, and industrial devastation 
is laying nature to waste?

Even so, if any of Karl Marx’s heirs were to say in all common sense 
that, in the light of modern knowledge of the frontiers of civilized 
development, communism is an illusion, there would be many who 
would gasp with pain. More seriously, the millions of citizens in 
existing socialism who are daily confronted with slogans about the 
construction of communism would all ask: what now? They have to be
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told that people can live happily even if their burgeoning modern 
needs cannot be satisfied, as long as the social system assures them the 
freedom and dignity which is their birthright, together with security, 
work, equal opportunity to develop their potential for creation, for 
independent thinking and decision-making, and other things that are 
relatively cheap in terms of energy and materials. The trouble is that 
none of the leading lights of existing socialism could possibly say it 
because it would shake the world — albeit only the world of false 
ideologies.

Czechoslovakia lies in Central Europe. Geographically speaking, it 
lies in the heart of Europe, as I once learnt in school. Ideologically 
speaking, it lies in Eastern Europe, and in that respect Bratislava is 
nearer to Moscow than it is to Vienna. Many of the problems that our 
citizens suffer in their daily lives can be traced, to a certain extent, to 
this ambivalent situation of their homeland. With hs advanced 
economy, democratic traditions, typically central European culture 
and mentality, Czechoslovakia, which had been pursuing its own 
road to socialism, provided the most fertile conditions for an experi
ment with a different model of socialism than the one which had been 
created in quite different conditions in the Soviet Union. Thirty years 
on, it is not difficult to calculate the reasons why every attempt to 
deviate from the canonized model was stifled in the cradle. Still, 
because of the organic need for deviation, the necessary space was 
found, time and again, to try out more rational economic and social 
alternatives. This was particularly true in the 1960s, when 
the generally more favourable climate permitted quite a wealth of 
experimentation. But just as the outlines of a new model were begin
ning to emerge from these experiments, all was stifled by the invasion, 
and the renewed order erased the word experiment from the political 
vocabulary.

This did not mean that the regime has destroyed all the internal, 
typically Czechoslovak, preconditions for the invention of deviations, 
the rationalization of political life, and the freeing of it from the 
absurdities of the renewed order. Tension in the economy and poli
tical life, widespread latent discontent, fear, the general feeling of 
impermanence and imminent change, but also the constant anxiety 
and immobility of the party hierarchy are all the outcome of the brutal 
antagonism between the nation’s capacities and the yoke of a political 
system which restrains them at every significant turn. This funda
mental antagonism cannot be overcome within the framework of the 
renewed order. Sooner or later, the simple need for a more efficient 
national economy, combined with general passive resistance to the
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concentrated efforts to tame the Czechoslovak people, will force a 
change.

In 1968 a homogeneous people unanimously welcomed the attempt 
to bring about changes in the life of the society which would accord 
with its traditions and mentality. That people has not changed, 
despite the restoration of order. It has merely adapted to what seemed 
an inevitability of cosmic proportions. Its political leaders would 
often have gladly exchanged it for another people. But that was not 
altogether possible, just as it is impossible to erase from people’s 
memory a certain August night and the few days that followed it.

There is no need to conceal the fact that the behaviour of people in 
the era of renewed order has given rise to a number of reflections 
about the national character of the Czechs and Slovaks. Such reflec
tions provide ample scope for erudition and clever distortions of 
historical fact and moral reality. But although I do not deny that such 
reflections appeal to me, I doubt whether speedy resignation and 
subsequent apathy have anything to do with national characteristics. 
Naturally, you can discover repeated cases of resignation throughout 
Czechoslovak history, except that closer inspection of the specific 
critical circumstances will reveal that resistance in each case was 
futile. Central Europe is an extremely unpromising setting for 
national heroics.

In recent years I have more than once asked myself the hypo
thetical question: how would the other European nations, all with 
such varied national characteristics, have behaved if they had been 
confronted, like the Czechoslovak people in 1968, with such a vir
tually instantaneous, dramatic disruption of their national life. What 
choices would other states have made? If they had known in advance 
that by conforming they would not lose their security, nor the com
fortable standard of living they had achieved, nor their national 
language, the sovereignty of their private lives, the accustomed joys of 
consumerism, or the other important features of their daily life, but 
merely lose any hope of national sovereignty, freedom, human rights 
and dignity, who knows how they would have decided? (Alone, 
without leadership, organization and extensive solidarity.) Czecho
slovakia is in Europe and is inhabited by a European people. This 
people differs little from its neighbours on all sides. Only its political 
history has been a trifle non-European in recent years. Or is the 
contrary true? Does the history of Czechoslovakia merely mirror key 
European problems?

One thing is certain: the restoration of order in Czechoslovakia 
merely postponed the decisive round in the contest over the European
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face of socialism. This is a struggle to humanize the economic and 
social structures created by revolution, where the brutal and 
inhuman experience of the East encounters the scepticism and 
rationality of the West. Czechoslovakia’s efforts in 1968 were possibly 
the penultimate chapter in this contest. The impulse that will usher in 
that final chapter may well be provided by another country, or by 
more than one country at once. But there can be no doubt that that 
section of the globe which dubbed itself ‘existing socialism’ has a 
fascinating history ahead of it.



Notes

Introduction
1. The State Security (Statni Bezpecnost) is the Czechoslovak Secret Police, commonly 
referred to by its acronym StB.

Chapter 1
1. The Letter of the Ninety-nine was published in the Moscow Pravda on 18 July 
1968.
It was a conservative critique of the Dubcek leadership and the reform movement, 
apparently written and signed by ninety-nine workers at the Auto Prague factory. It 
was frequently cited by government propaganda after the Soviet invasion.

Chapter 2
1. On 14 July 1968 a meeting was convened of five Warsaw Pact parties (Romania 
and Albania did not attend, while the Czechoslovaks were not invited). The five issued 
a joint letter severely criticizing the developments in Czechoslovakia. The letter stated 
for the first time that the reforms were no longer Czechoslovakia’s internal affair alone, 
demanding the immediate reimposition of censorship and the banning of certain 
nascent political organizations.
2. Frantisek Kriegel (1908-1979), Party presidium member and chairman of the 
National Front, was the only one of the Dubcek leadership who refused to sign the 
Moscow Protocol in August 1968. Stripped of all functions under Soviet pressure, he 
was expelled from the Party in 1969 for speaking out against the treaty permitting the 
continued presence of Soviet troops in Czechoslovak territory.
3. Josef Smrkovsky ( 1911—1974) was a leading functionary sentenced to life imprison
ment in 1951 during the Slansky trials. Released in 1955 and rehabilitated in 1963, he 
was a presidium member and chairman of the National Assembly in 1968. He was 
expelled from the Party in 1970, vociferously opposing ‘normalization’ until his death.
4. Gustav Husak (1913—). a leading Slovak functionary, was sentenced to life 
imprisonment for ‘bourgeois nationalism’ in 1954. He was released in 1960 and 
rehabilitated in 1963. In August 1968 after the invasion, he was elected first secretary of 
the Slovak Communist Party. On 17 April 1969, he replaced Dubcek as first secretar)' 
of the CPCz, presiding over the policy o f‘normalization’. In 1975 he succeeded Ludvik 
Svoboda as president of the Republic.
5. Dubcek was a Slovak and a keen supporter of equality between the Czechs and 
Slovaks.
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6. The Good Soldier Svejk was the literary creation of Jaroslav Hasek. Svejk was an 
infrantryman in the Austro-Hungarian army during World War I, who exploited his 
apparent stupidity to survive military life.

Chapter 3
1. No definitive figure has in fact been published as to the number of expulsions, but 
estimates range between xk  and xh  a million.

Chapter 4
I. Georgi Dimitrov (1882-1949), the celebrated Bulgarian Communist Party leader, 
was the major theoretician of the Popular Front in the thirties. In 1933 he was tried and 
acquitted on a charge of setting fire to the Reichstag. He was secretary of the Comintern 
in Moscow from 1934-43 and president of Bulgaria from 1946 until his death.

Chapter 5
1. Etienne Cabet (1788-1856), the French publicist, was the author of Voyage lo Icaria 
which describes a form of utopian communism. He tried to put his theories into practice 
in the US by founding a model city first in Texas and then in Illinois.

Chapter 7
1. In 1951 70 000 clerks and functionaries were exhorted and directed to work in 
factories and on farms. The campaign quickly proved disastrous and was terminated 
before the end of the year.

Chapter 9
1. Launched in 1973 under the editorship of Ludivik Vaculik, the Czech author, Petlice 
(Padlock) was a publishing venture which enabled the best writers, banned from 
official publications, to publish chiefly literary, philosophical and poetic works. 
Although suppressed whenever possible by the Husak regime, Petlice attempted to 
function within a set code of practice to prevent it being marginalized as samizdat.
2. Milan Hübl (1927—) is a historian who was director of the Party school in 1968. 
Having helped Husák to the post of first secretary in 1969, he was thanked by expulsion 
from the Party and five years in prison from 1971 after he was suspected of nurturing an 
opposition movement within the Party.
3. The Cheka was the first Soviet Secret Police set up in 1918 under the leadership of 
Felix Dzerzhinski.
4. Kolyma is situated in the far-east of Siberia and was one of the most notorious 
Stalinist labour camps.
5. Rudolf Barak was the Czechoslovak Interior Minister from 1953-61 andamemberof 
the Party presidium. In 1962 he was imprisoned for six years after President Novotny 
suspected him of planning a putsch in the Party leadership. He never returned to 
political life after his release.
6. Minarik was a Czech emigré recruited by the Czechoslovak secret police while 
working for the CIA backed radio station Radio Free Europe in Munich. He was 
‘recalled’ to Prague (presumably because he was close to being detected) in june 1976.
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Chapter 10
1. Ludvik Vaculik, the celebrated Czech author, caused a political storm with his 
speech at the IV Congress of the Writers’ Union in June 1967 and again in May 1968 as 
one of the authors of the radical article 2 000 Words.
2. Honzlova by Xdenka Salivarova was published in English and Czech by 68 pub
lishers in Toronto. It tells the story of a modest young girl’s difficulties with the 
bureaucracy.
3. J  uraj Spitzer, the contemporary Slovak author, was for a long time the editor of 
Kulturny Zivot, the organ of the Slovak Writers’ Union. He was dismissed from all his 
functions in 1969. Of Jewish origin, he devoted much of his writings to the problems 
faced by Jews in Czechoslovakia.
4. I ()()l Jokes by the well-known Slovak writer, Jan L. Kalina was published in 1969 and 
included a section of political jokes which brought it into disfavour with the regime.
5. Artur London’s Confession is probably the best-known personal account by one of the 
victims of the Slansky trials. Another victim was Eugen Löbl, a former deputy minister 
of foreign trade, who published his account, Witness at the Trial oj the Leadership of the 
Anti-state Conspiratorial Centre, in Czechoslovakia (Bratislava, 1969).
6. Alois Jirasek ( 1851—1930) wrote numerous historical novels chiefly dealing with the' 
Hussite period. His novel Darkness considers the 300 years of subordination under the 
Habsburgs after the Battle of the White Mountain in 1620.
7. The Bible was translated in secret between 1579 and 1594 in Kralice, a small village 
in Moravia. Here was concealed a printing works of the Union Brothers, the Czech 
Reform Church, which lay claim to the Hussite tradition. After the defeat of 1620 and 
the enforced Germanization of the country, possession of the Kralice Bible was con
sidered a crime.

Chapter 11
L Friedrich Dürrenmatt, the Swiss short story writer and dramatist, wrote the radio 
play which he subsequently adapted as a short story called Die Panne (The Breakdown), 
about a man who breaks down in a small village and is offered accommodation by three 
retired members of the legal profession. As a game they stage a mock trial of their guest 
which leads him to suicide.
2. Karel Kryl is a Czech singer and poet who was extremely popular with young people 
during the Prague Spring. His famous song, Shut the Door Little Brother, drew the 
particular wrath of the Soviets and he was soon prevented from performing and 
recording by the Husak regime. He now lives in Munich.
3. The ‘February Events’ refer to the Prague coup — the communist takeover on 
February 28th, 1948.

Chapter 13
1. Osip Bender was the principle character in Ilf’s ( I.A. Fainzilberg) and Petrov’s (E.P. 
Katayev) satirical novel The Twelve Chairs. Bender was a rather genial fixer who 
exploited the opportunities offered by XEP to the full.

Chapter 15
1. The emblem of the Czechoslovak republic has always been a lion. During ‘normali
zation’ the regime attempted to increase its popularity by providing a high standard 
and selection of consumer goods which led to the saying: ‘We should swop the lion for a
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side of mutton!’ (pork is the most popular meat in Czechoslovakia).

Chapter 17
1. Miroslav Kusy, a Slovak philosopher and former university professor, was a promi
nent reform communist in Czechoslovakia. Kusy was not purged immediately, but he 
was removed from his university post in 1970.

Chapter 18
1. The presidential palace in Prague.
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