Milan Kundera, The Joke (1967)
• From the 1948 communist takeover in Czechoslovakia, Milan Kundera (born 1929) was an ardent supporter of the new regime. Later, he personally became disillusioned. It is possibly not an exaggeration to state that his mature literary work is trying to analyse the “mechanism of making false judgments”. The Joke  seems to be a part of this analysis
• The Joke  is a story of a young, enthusiastic communist student Ludvík Jahn. Ludvík is sexually frustrated because the girl he fancies likes political indoctrination classes more than him and does not want to have sex with him. So he sends her a provocative postcard, the postcard is intercepted, a “faculty trial” is staged, Ludvík is expelled from university and spends six years in a penal unit down the mines.

• He emerges from this experience as an embittered, self-obsessed man who hates everyone around him and desires revenge.
• In his self-obsession, Ludvík cannot understand that he has only himself to blame: that his problems are due to his lack of perception. Fair enough, he did live under a totalitarian regime, but surely only a fool would send such a postcard. While, on the one hand, Ludvík could argue that his persecution was unfair, on the other hand, surely he should have known that the regime – which he wholeheartedly supported – would punish him?

• Ludvík displays total lack of perception throughout the novel. This is particularly poignant in the scene with Lucie who had been gang-raped and so although she loves Ludvík, she cannot consent to sex with him. Ludvík in his self-obsession doesn´t see this – and accuses God of brutality towards him. It is as though other people did not exist for Ludvík.

• The Joke  is not only the joke on  the postcard that Ludvík sent, but, primarily, it is the joke that “God” has played on us – creating us with insufficient intellect, so we are unable to read reality around us properly and so we turn into failures. Ludvík lacks social intelligence – this is why his, extremely male chauvinist – revenge on Zemánek (he wants to punish him by seducing his wife!) also misfires. You cannot step into the same river twice, especially if you are unable to read subtle hints about what is actually going on.

• Kundera´s The Joke  is constructed like a pluralist statement – the events are re-told several times, often from different points of view; often the same events are seen totally differently by different characters. This again can be construed as a warning – reality seems unknowable, since everyone offers a totally different testimony about what should be the same events.
