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Introduction

Muriel Blaive

Theresearch project thatled to this volume' departed from the relative absence of society
as an object of analysis in the academic history of communism in Czechoslovakia,
especially as compared to the former GDR and the former Soviet Union. Although
Poland and Hungary, for instance, are much better represented as far as the social
history of communism is concerned,? politicized patterns of interpretation tend to
dominate in the countries of the whole region. The weaker representation of society was
certainly caused by the impossibility for researchers to access crucial regime sources
(notably the secret police files) until the late 1990s or even 2000s. I contend, however,
that two other factors have played an important role: first, the reluctance in the national
public spheres to confront the question of the popularity of the communist regimes, a
reluctance that is intimately linked to the post-communist political project and its grand
narrative of anti-communist resistance; second, the view on the communist past is all
too often clouded by national perspectives. The invariable ‘national exceptionalism’
still prevents a systematic approach to understanding communism as an international
social phenomenon. Many historians have dismissed the methodology worked out in
German or Soviet studies on the pretext that their country is different. Yet Alf Ludtke,
who himself departs from the work of anthropologist James Scott,’ shows that the
communist regimes principally found a basis of legitimacy where their aspirations
converged with the traditional values (‘transcripts’) of a nation.* Our volume points
to such transcripts in each national case. That communist propaganda consistently
attempted to adapt its content to each national context is a common characteristic and
not a differentiating one.

Political science’s failure in the 1990s to articulate a continuity between communism
and post-communism was another source of inspiration. As simple as it may seem, the
knowledge of the relationship of the people to communism before 1989 is the only way
to understand their attitude towards the communist past after 1989. If there is little
or no social-historical knowledge to be mobilized in order to analyse the pre-1989
attitudes, the necessary continuum between the pre- and the post-1989 period cannot
be reconstructed. This is why ‘memory’ infiltrated social sciences and history and
attempted to fill the void. Inspired by the memory turn of the Holocaust studies but
disregarding its rich history, academic discussions on ‘dealing with the past’ or ‘duty
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of memory’ partly took the place of a painstaking, old-fashioned historical research.
Social sciences and history often turned to activism and transformed ‘memory’ not only
into an object of study but increasingly into a moral, if not institutional, necessity. The
ubiquitous presence of memory studies does little to refine the historical knowledge
over this period. As historians and social scientists we are not invested with any ‘duty
of memory, but with a duty of history.

In East-Central Europe, the fall of communism and the return to democracy
in 1990 eventually translated into the opening of the former communist regimes’
archives. However, and apart from the case of East Germany, a country that was
dissolved, the moral obligation to make documents accessible did not coincide with
the need to understand and accept the communist past in the sense of a thorough
Vergangenheitsbewdltigung.® For such a process to happen it would have been necessary
to document, on the basis of archival evidence, more than acts of communist terror
and heroic anti-communist resistance. The way in which the citizens of communist
countries might have individually and collectively accommodated themselves with the
regime in power, or endowed it with a varying measure of legitimacy, would have been
equally important. Instead, the memory policies in the region generally condemned
the old regime while ignoring the issue of mass collaboration. A few prominent
personalities in the political and cultural world were publicly exposed for their contacts
with the secret police and served as scapegoats; meanwhile, post-communist states
placed the emphasis on narratives that privileged repression and resistance.®

Naturally, how the people viewed their communist rulers, and vice versa, is
difficult to reconstruct. At first glance, to question this relationship might even appear
counterintuitive: How were people supposed to manifest their potentially negative
opinions of their leaders in a dictatorship? Why should we give any credit to positive
opinions? Why would rulers who had the armed forces and police at their disposal
bother to take potential popular disapproval of their policies into account? How can
we view the rulers and the ruled as having developed any kind of relationship, even a
begrudging one, when everyday life was clouded by fear? How can we take the forms
of compliance at face value when people felt largely compelled to act the way they did?

Beyond fear

In any history of communism focused on social processes rather than repressive
policies, fear and its root causes, repression and violence, are the elephant in the
room. Fear was a facilitator of political submission, and it defined to a large extent the
relationship between the regime and the citizens it claimed to protect. But it is not only
the people who feared the regimes, the regimes feared their people too. Accordingly,
this volume’s objective is to investigate the relationship between the rulers and the
ruled, to deconstruct the power relations under communism.

We are fully aware that some lives were ruined, other people died or were killed
and still others were imprisoned, sent to labour camps or deported. This violence did
take place, and the victims deserve full recognition and compassion; they have all our
authors’ attention in this volume. Yet, it is important to state that the victims™ pain
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should not confiscate the need for historical knowledge of these regimes and societies.
While adequately factoring in repression and the fear it provoked, it is not the purpose
of this volume to pursue a witch-hunt and assign responsibility for the implementation
of the communist rule. We aim even less at establishing a would-be ‘historical truth’ -
which is an artificial construct by nature regardless.” The legitimate pain that victims
of communism, as well as their families and friends, have experienced must be clearly
separated from our endeavour to understand how these regimes functioned on
an everyday basis. This pain must not exempt us from pointing out the occasional
successes of communist rule; it cannot serve to hide the conflict of loyalties between
what people experienced as positive aspects of life under communism and the present,
anti-communist political climate. Post-communist states have established institutions
to pay tribute to the memory of victims and heroes, and this legitimate function must
be clearly separated from that of historical research. Even though communism was a
flawed, repressive system and democracy a better one, former communists were not
all bad and new democrats are not all good. Most importantly, they are often one and
the same people.

What has been often missing in the historical literature of communism on East-
Central Europe (again, excepting the East German and Soviet cases), on the other hand,
is a definition and epistemology of what constitutes both a victim and a perpetrator.
A blanket rehabilitation led to a blanket condemnation - a striking feature of the
Czech policy of dealing with the communist past, for instance® - neither of which can
ever be fully accurate. Most of our chapters attempt to replace the ‘systemic’ with the
‘individual, which is the only way to pass a fair(er) judgement on the behaviour of
social actors. Ideally, no communist dictatorship should have come into being. Once
it did, ideally people should not have collaborated. Once they did, at least they should
not have lived a good life. But since they did, we have to understand why and how.
Dismantling a certain tyranny of idealism concerning the past is in fact an evermore
pressing task. Jan Tomasz Gross, the American historian of Polish origin, was nearly
thrown in jail in Poland for having pointed to the extent of anti-Semitic crimes
committed by Poles during the Second World War.’

As Veronika Pehe demonstrates in her chapter, the post-communist search for
heroes, promoting positive models and the notion of a nefarious, repressive regime, has
prescribed and manufactured a preordained historical narrative. Archival documents
were used for purposes that were anything but strictly academic.' Just as was the case
under communism, she points out that those who control the past think they control
the present.

The rulers and the ruled

This is why in this volume we are studying the ordinary people, or at least keeping
them as a strong component of our analysis. We are no more turning victimhood into
resistance than we are celebrating heroes. Our objective is to show how ‘conjunctures
of hope and despair, doubt and relaxation had simultaneously existed, as two parallel
realities’!! Not only do we endeavour to restitute a missing analytical dimension, we
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additionally wager that it is fruitful to study society from the point of view of regime
archives. We want to study in our chapters how workers, functionaries, random
ordinary people, politicians, intellectuals, listeners, viewers, children and academics
interacted with the communist state in their everyday lives. This approach tells us,
with all necessary caveats, not only about society and how it viewed the communist
regimes in its multiple layers but about how regimes viewed society, and how both
parties, privileging stability, individually and collectively tried to make the best from
this unequal and uneasy relationship.

Indeed, the concept of modern dictatorship'? leaves space not only for an
undeniable degree of domination of the communist system but also for society’s
relative autonomy.” The enforcement of the communist domination system implied,
according to the circumstances, resistance at the individual level but also compliance
and tolerance." A ‘tacit minimal consensus’™ (Thomas Lindenberger) was established
between the people and the regime, and the notion of ‘popular opinion® (Paul Corner)
becomes indispensable in this account if we are to understand the nature of this
power relationship. Such a social-historical approach also gives us the opportunity to
introduce into the equation the notion of ‘Eigen-Sinn’ or ‘sense of oneself’,'” sometimes
translated as ‘agency, that is, that of small, autonomous spaces carved out by individuals
in their own lives, away from the prying eyes of the regime.’® Politics were to some
extent ‘privatized, providing individuals with strategies of avoidance, withdrawal and
shutting down from the regime.” Sandrine Kott even speaks of the ‘socialization of
the state’ “The state machinery), she writes, functioned thanks to arrangements made
within society. At every level, these arrangements were often actually informed, client-
based relations* The communist state did not exert its power in a strictly top-down
direction; on the contrary, it was penetrated by tensions and contradictory social and
group interests, including in official institutions such as the Communist Party and the
secret police.

Numerous studies of East German and Soviet communism have demonstrated
that a permanent negotiation process was at play between the regime and society.*
Communist authorities had to legitimize their domination and to keep the political
and social situation under control. They were concerned with the approbation, or lack
thereof, that the citizens, ordinary people or, in communist parlance, the ‘workers,
peasants and intellectuals, might have conferred on their policies. The violent protests
that periodically emerged (the Hungarian 1956 revolution is an emblematic example)
confirmed that stability was the most desirable state for regimes that maintained
themselves by force — or by the threat of force. People accepted this rule on conditions
which they themselves negotiated to some extent: ‘I sign this paper, but you let my
child go to university’; T write reports on this colleague but you promote me to the
position which I deserve’; T join the Party but you let me buy this plot of land to
build my house’; and so on. People sometimes even engaged in repressive policies,
for instance by practising denunciation or by entering the workers’ militia. To be sure,
terror and state repression did play a crucial role in creating a particular atmosphere
in which people felt entitled and even compelled to denounce their fellow citizens. But
the regime lasted in time and was rooted in society only because the people themselves,
willingly or not, contributed to perpetuating these repressive practices, contributed to
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their own domination. Moreover, small aspects on the everyday level that many of
them viewed through a non-ideological lens (children participating in the Pioneers
movement or families going to a mass gymnastic Spartakidda event, for instance)
significantly helped maintain and stabilize the regimes. Even people who hated the
leadership or complained about the communist rule engaged in this particular form of
everyday compliance. The result is that the border between the rulers and the ruled ran
through each individual - or, as a person I once interviewed in the small Czech border
town of Ceské Velenice poetically put it: ‘Where is the border between good and bad?
It has always been blurred. Can we draw a thick line? It’s not possible. Nothing is like
this in life’*

This socio-historical theoretical standpoint wrong-foots the ‘totalitarian’
characterization of the East-Central European communist rule: if we focus not on
the mechanical conformity to rules and orders but on the realm of other forms of
behaviour,” we see that these regimes might have been a dictatorship with totalitarian
intentions but that totalitarianism in its narrow meaning is something which could
hardly have been fully implemented, even less so for any longer period of time.

‘Popular opinion” and the limits of dictatorship

In this volume, we employ the central concept of popular opinion to investigate the
relationship between rulers and ruled. This concept, a methodological breakthrough
of the past decade, was developed in Paul Corner’s edited volume Popular Opinion in
Totalitarian Regimes: Fascism, Nazism, Communism, published by Oxford University
Press in 2009. While we leave aside the notion of totalitarianism, we do prefer ‘popular
opinion’ to ‘public opinion’ for the analysis of one-party systems because, as Paul
Corner emphasizes it, the latter ‘carries suggestions of pluralistic debate within the
public sphere of civil society’, a concept which is ‘hardly appropriate’ for the cases that
concern us.** However, because they were notions that were carved out and reflected
upon for decades, public sphere and public opinion imply a level of objectivity and
competence that does not characterize ‘popular opinion’; on the contrary, popular
opinion directly derives from the communist understanding of what the public was.
To work on popular opinion thus amounts to working on, and within, a communist
category, or one that was shaped by the communist practice. By putting ourselves in
the social actors’ shoes, we reconstruct the public sphere as a popular sphere, a nest
from which we try to gauge the influence of communist rule on everyday behaviour.
Although it might be difficult to quantify a phenomenon that was part and parcel of
everyday life, popular opinion is thus a crucial tool in advancing historical research on
dictatorships. Regimes were acutely aware of its importance, calling for multiple mood
reports and opinion research, while analysing mail, letters of protest, and petitions, in
addition to outright spying on their citizens. Incidentally, leaders also ‘sought ways to
instrumentalize popular opinion in their internecine conflicts’ (Shawn Clybor).

It is perhaps the greatest paradox of communist regimes that while they devoted
considerable resources to investigating the state of popular opinion, they failed to
assuage it in the latter part of their lifespan, when they were in no position anymore to
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satisfy their populations’ expectations in terms of standard of living. For a long time,
their knowledge of popular opinion served as both a safety valve and a surveillance
mechanism (Jill Massino); however, the more they perfected this knowledge, the less
they were able to use it to their full advantage.

Our reference of choice for understanding how the regime tried to gauge popular
opinion has been regime archives. These sources have often been dismissed as mindless
propaganda, flawed or irrelevant, lacking authenticity and truthfulness. Our purpose is
not to take them at face value but to deconstruct how the rulers operated in order to try
and extract conformity from the ruled (Adrian Grama). In this sense, in combination
with other types of sources and provided that they are submitted to a suitable source
criticism, regime archives are invaluable. The ideological language that permeates
them does not preclude the communication of genuine knowledge concerning the
state of popular opinion. Quite the contrary, a realistic image of society does emerge
from these documents in many cases (see in particular the chapters by Rosamund
Johnston, Adrian Grama, Machteld Venken, Martin Dimitrov, Jill Massino and me).

Things were complicated: On the quest for boundaries

All the chapters in this volume analyse the bargaining power and strategies of the ruled,
in all their diversity, but also of the rulers, in both parties’ endeavours to negotiate
the terms of this rule. Using Ministry of Information archives, Rosamund Johnston
studies Czechoslovak radio listeners in the post-war period and their agency, namely
their attempts at negotiating programme content with the communist authorities.
Meanwhile, Adrian Grama is concerned, on the basis of regime archives, with workers
in post-war Romania and their use of strikes to secure better living conditions.
Maridn Lozi studies regional party archives to illuminate the power practices of
mid-level Stalinist functionaries after the communist takeover in Czechoslovakia
and their sometimes despairing attempts to instil some order in the regions. Molly
Pucci draws on secret police archives to analyse the role of the Czech secret police
functionaries delegated from the centre for the same purpose: re-establishing order,
as well as instituting a dignified and efficient operation of the dictatorship. Shawn
Clybor introduces a hitherto forgotten Czechoslovak Stalinist musical and analyses its
originally welcome criticism of the official ideology as can be retraced in the national
archives. I study the behaviour of Czechoslovak society during the 1956 Hungarian
revolution on the basis of secret police reports and show that the communist regime
was monitoring popular opinion intensely in these crucial weeks — and it did manage
to take the necessary measures to appease it. Martin Dimitrov goes on to explain, on
the basis of party archives, how the Bulgarian Communist Party became acutely aware,
in the 1950s and 1960s, of the necessity to properly assess and satisfy the consumer
preferences of its population and to create the appropriate institutional tools. Sonia
Combe’s chapter examines, using secret police archives, the East German intellectuals
who were simultaneously faithful to the party line but critical of it. Who was afraid of
whom, she asks, because fear was shared by both sides. Of course, these intellectuals
were quite removed from mainstream society; what we can derive from their behaviour

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 6 @ 23-06-2018 15:26:56



®

Perceptions of Society in Communist Europe 7

regarding the society-regime relations is not entirely conclusive. However, Jens
Gieseke’s research into East German popular opinion has shown that the population
kept a certain distance towards the regime while simultaneously appreciating certain
values of the socialist society — equality, social justice. What ultimately mattered, as
everywhere else, was the population’s standard of living.”

Moving away from the period of Stalinist terror, the second half of the East-
Central European communist regimes’ lifespan was characterized by an even more
obvious negotiation process between rulers and ruled. Machteld Venken analyses the
way in which childrens programmes on Polish television communicated the regime’s
values and historical reconstruction through a hit series that peaked in the 1970s. The
authorities went so far as to poll children for their preferences so as to maximize the
effect of communist propaganda. Libora Oates-Indruchova demonstrates, on the basis
of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences archival material, that academic authors
and editors entered a protracted negotiation process in the 1970s, in which ideology
did not always play the main role and the search for academic quality sometimes did.
Jill Massino offers a refreshing analysis of complaint letters addressed in the 1970s
and 1980s to the Romanian leaders Nicolae and Elena Ceausescu; she shows the full
extent of the bargaining strategies adopted by the people at the bottom (including
their occasional successes) and, by so doing, paints a complex portrait of Romanian
society shortly before the fall of communism. Finally, Veronika Pehe deconstructs the
fetishization and instrumentalization of the archival document, mostly for political
purposes, in the post-communist period.

All of these chapters, despite studying different countries and time periods, portray
the ruled as active social agents rather than passive recipients of the communist
dictatorship. They reflect on the dichotomy between fear of the masses and popular
consent (Adrian Grama). As already discussed, they show that complaints and
grievances were often a safety valve (Jill Massino) rather than a destabilizing factor.
They underline the importance of idealism, which went hand in hand with fear,
opportunistic loyalty and particular egoistic interests. Moreover, several authors
crucially emphasize that the very nature of complaints was based on an assumed,
shared understanding of what socialist legality should be. To call for socialist legality
was itself predicated on loyalty, or so the people hoped: their displayed loyalty allowed
for the manifestation of their discontent, at least to some degree. Individuals learned
to express themselves in the language of the regime (Stephen Kotkin’s ‘speaking
Bolshevik’).? In other words, appropriating the ideological world view of the regime
allowed them to function within, not against, the normative framework established by
party elite (Shawn Clybor). Let us never forget that, until almost the last day, people
did not expect that the communist regimes would come to an end; they defined their
survival strategies accordingly.

It is a tribute to this volume’s endeavour to restitute the complexity of life under
communism that all chapters point to the incessant quest for boundaries on the
part of both the rulers and the ruled, as well as to the blurring of moral categories.
Circumstances changed over time; individuals did, too. Behaviours evolved and
might sometimes appear contradictory but they reflect the polymorphous shape
of a dictatorship constantly seeking legitimacy. There are no ideal types here: on
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the contrary, cognitive dissonance reigns between desires and reality. Communist
dictatorships learned how to tolerate, and indeed even encouraged, the hidden
transcript of citizens so long as they respected the normative political and ideological
boundaries of the public transcript.”’ The borderline between collaboration and
resistance, constructive criticism and subversion, culture and politics is by no means
easy to establish. Sonia Combe points to the intricate intertwining of conformism,
freely consented submission, accommodation, acquiescence, blindness and sincerity.*
By the same token, the traditional chronology of the communist rule in terms of crises
(1948, 1956, 1968, 1977, 1980, 1981, 1986 and 1988) is seriously contested here. New
continuities and discontinuities appear.

The role of mid-level, intermediate social actors, who moved information from top
to bottom and vice versa, is another common feature of our chapters. Trade union
delegates were often caught in the crossfire between violent workers and a violent regime
and subjected to the pressure stemming from both superiors and workmates (Adrian
Grama). Mid-level actors gathered feedback on how the policies were implemented
on the ground (Molly Pucci). They served as the target of public criticism in order
to get in the good graces of the centre (Maridn L6zi). They cushioned the interaction
between rulers and ruled, as in the case of communist, yet critical, intellectuals in the
GDR (Sonia Combe). They also served as outlets for public frustration (Jill Massino):
the people from ‘below’ could blame them while complaining to the highest leaders.

Last but not least, studying the regime from the bottom-up also allows us to paint the
picture of a rule that was not only successful. The ‘culture of Stalinism’ (Molly Pucci) did
not spread easily at first. In fact the situation was sometimes outright chaotic. The level
of violence at the bottom led to the communist functionaries’ fear (Adrian Grama).
Heavily dysfunctional bureaucratic processes and domination instruments left these
functionaries struggling to exercise minimal control (Maridn Lo6Zi). The rulers could
not prevent people from listening to foreign broadcasts (Rosamund Johnston), they
had no idea how to concretely implement a police dictatorship (Molly Pucci), they
could not force even party intellectuals to support their Middle Eastern policy (Sonia
Combe) and they admitted that the publishing situation had gone from ‘unfavourable’
to ‘catastrophic’ (Libora Oates-Indruchova).

A re-evaluation of the Slansky trial?

The clearest example that this volume can offer so as to illustrate the usefulness of
studying regime archives in a bottom-up perspective, finally, is our almost unwitting
discovery of a stunning new logic to the political and social usage of the Sldnsky trial
in 1952 Czechoslovakia.” The current academic wisdom is that the Slansky trial was
an epitomized expression of random, Stalinist terror under the guidance of Soviet
‘advisors’ sent by Stalin.*® The public had no real role to play in this interpretation,
apart from that of a passive recipient of blind terror, or alternatively as a semi-active
anti-Semitic supporter.™

Marian Lozi’s chapter suggests quite a different interpretation, which is backed by
the context brought by Molly Pucci, Shawn Clybor and me. L6zi shows that the violence
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applied against (regional) Stalinist elite, a number of whom were present at the Slansky
trial (notably, Brno leader Otto Sling), won a significant amount of popular approval
and indeed was a request from the social actors from below. Some of the Stalinist elite
under trial, pupils of Slansky’s, had implemented a ruthless dictatorship at the regional
level after 1948; in fact, they could be considered as small dictators of their own. They
were thus blamed by popular opinion for not living up to Stalinist standards. Marian
Lézi contends that what was essential for the functioning of the Stalinist dictatorship
was its ability to achieve legitimacy rather than to implement violence. If so, we see
that the Slansky trial was a way, among other dynamics at play, for the regime to regain
popularity by deposing regional leaders and taking the dictatorship back under control
for a more reasonable exercise of Stalinist rule. In other words, the trial attempted in
a convoluted way to right some wrongs and it boosted the popularity of Stalinism -
hence the regime’s reluctance to relitigate it in 1956.

This is of course only the first step towards a new historical interpretation but,
precisely like Wendy Goldman in the Soviet case, we can at least now claim that there
seems to have existed a palpable logic to the terror, one in which social actors played
a role at all levels.*? The Slansky episode is but one example, albeit a spectacular one,
that shows how our socio-historical approach of the political realm has yielded new
and promising results. The other chapters follow suit and deconstruct a complex
relationship between the rulers and the ruled, which brings the agency of ordinary
social actors to the fore while exploring the more and less effective domination
mechanisms of the representatives of power. As the editor of this collective volume, it
has been my ambition, by offering such nuanced understanding, to contribute to a less
polarized memory debate on what communism in practice has meant for generations
of East-Central Europeans.
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Secret Agents: Reassessing the Agency of Radio
Listeners in Czechoslovakia (1945-1953)

Rosamund Johnston

‘Eavesdropping, censorship, recording, and surveillance are weapons of power’' writes
Jacques Attali in his analysis of the political economy of music. ‘At the heart of this
apparatus,’ he continues, is ‘the technology of listening in on, ordering, transmitting,
and recording noise’® In Czechoslovakia in the post-war and early communist period,
Ministry of Information documents demonstrate how authorities experimented
with every single one of Attali’s ‘weapons of power, though not uncontested and not
without a degree of self-doubt. Indeed, in attempting to differentiate themselves from
the recent Nazi past, Czechoslovak officials tied themselves in knots controlling and
patrolling their citizens’ listening practices.*

As well as techniques to maintain power, recorded sound and eavesdropping
constitute for Attali ‘the fantasies of men in power’®> And fantasies they most certainly
were in post-war and early communist Czechoslovakia, marked by an acute shortage
of tape recorders and nowhere near the official and technological capacity to detect
every sound generated in and transmitted to Czechoslovak territory. In light of these
shortcomings, the Czechoslovak authorities turned to negotiation with their listener-
citizens. Through an analysis of the resultant bargaining between officials at the
Ministry of Information and Czech and Slovak radio audiences, this chapter argues
for a reappraisal of the agency of the allegedly ‘passive’ listener and complicates our
understandings of domination practices in a nascent dictatorship. Radio listeners
petitioned the Ministry of Information, using what they clearly understood to be
legitimate and illegitimate listening practices, to extract concessions from officials.®
Focusing on the elite discourses contained in these documents, furthermore, does not
‘silence’ non-elites as David Hopkin has charged; instead, I argue that such ministerial
sources can be read to understand the bargaining power and strategies of those
surveyed.”

This chapter examines debates surrounding Czechs’ and Slovaks’ radio listening
habits in documents from the Ministry of Information between 1945 and 1953.°
I argue first for an understanding of listeners as social agents, rather than passive
recipients of sound, the etymologically related Czech terms poslouchdni (listening)
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and odposlouchdvdni (eavesdropping) illustrating a repertoire of listening techniques
historically available to the active listener. The chapter then explores the listening
environment in Czechoslovakia during the post-war and early communist period.
What was available to listen to, where, and when? Next, I turn to how listeners portrayed
themselves and were presented in letters written to the ministry. These sources expose
an official dilemma of whether to acknowledge, or not, the phenomenon of Western
radio listening in Czechoslovakia during this period. Finally, I turn to representations,
including self-representations, of the eavesdropper: debates surrounding the naming
of the monitoring service and foreign radio transcripts evince the unease of those
eavesdropping — as well as their clear technological advantage over the ordinary
listener.

Eavesdropping versus listening: How audiences positioned
themselves in political space

These reflections upon the agency of radio listeners in early Cold War Czechoslovakia
were spurred by the recollections of one Polish radio listener, Ireneusz Haczewski, cited
by historian Pawet Machcewicz in his monograph on Radio Free Europe’s reception in
Poland. Of his youth in Lublin in the 1950s, Haczewski recalled:

A Phillips radio was one of the first pieces of furniture my father bought. I can
remember our covered windows, the volume turned down low since we knew
there were people who walked around outside and eavesdropped. The whole
family huddled around this radio, as everyone tried to catch the words over the
rattle of the jamming machine.’

In the scene depicted by Haczewski, his family listened to the radio, while state security
informants eavesdropped outside.'® But what was the essence of the distinction which
Haczewski drew between eavesdropping and listening? The answer, in a word, was
legitimacy. According to Haczewski, it was legitimate to tune into Radio Free Europe
in one’s own home and illegitimate to listen into that.! Poland’s legal code in the 1950s
begged to differ; it refuted the legitimacy of listening to Western radio programming,'
but not the legitimacy of monitoring such behaviour and denouncing it.

In both instances of listening, a measure of secrecy remained essential. Haczewski’s
family hushed the volume of their radio set and covered their windows to avoid
detection, while eavesdroppers had to conceal themselves in order to catch the
Haczewski family in the act. Both parties had to pretend they were not listening, while
operating on the assumption that the other one was. Both of the parties concerned
were thus secret agents.

While the category of passive listener has long been a trope of linguists, and
indeed the communications theorists behind Radio Free Europe’s establishment, " this
dichotomy between listening and eavesdropping (poslouchdni and odposlouchdvini)
presents a good example of the political stance of the active listener at any given time.
Whether one listened or eavesdropped depended on context and company. Puzzling
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out what constituted listening versus eavesdropping (and to whom) in the post-war and
early communist years in Czechoslovakia furthermore complicates our understanding
of the dynamics of power in a period frequently characterized as totalitarian in its
forms of governance.'

The question of the sources

An analysis of radio listening in Cold War Czechoslovakia outlines the limits to
surveillance. Despite jamming and other attempts to deter Western radio listening,
successive Czechoslovak governments could not control the diffusion of foreign
radio broadcasts on their territory. As a consequence, listening practices were
negotiated between audiences and authorities. Surveillance is often discussed in
terms of seeing;'® this view is not so much wrong as it is partial. A study of aural
forms of surveillance, which takes early communist radio as its central point of
reference, enriches our understanding of the practice’s mechanisms: radio renders
audible the uneven ways in which power and surveillance were implemented in
Central Europe during this period.'® Surveillance staff did not live in isolation; on
the contrary, they navigated the same dilemmas, rules and structures of secrecy as
those they surveyed.

The sources used here date from 1945 until the demise of the Ministry of Information
in 1953. Of course, the communist takeover happened in 1948 in Czechoslovakia, and
so, at the state level, I am analysing sources generated under two different regimes. It
is methodologically profitable, however, to understand communism as a regime that
established itself institution by institution in Czechoslovakia, rather than overnight
with the sudden resignation of non-communist coalition ministers in February 1948.
Indeed, from the very first days of the Third Czechoslovak Republic in 1945, both
the Ministry of Information and Czechoslovak Radio, which answered to the former,
were firmly in the hands of the Czechoslovak communists, with party luminaries
Vaclav Kopecky and Bohuslav Lastovicka at their helms, and employees with ‘rightist
sympathies’ promptly purged from both."” As historian Bradley Abrams has argued,
‘the events of the hectic days of February 1948 and political crisis have been
overemphasized by Western scholars of Czechoslovakia. Consequently, it has been
overlooked that the ‘general atmosphere and charged political and social realities of the
postwar era’® were incremental and sustained, reaching even beyond the communist
seizure of power.

Rather than locating ‘revolutionary changes® in the events of February 1948, the
sources I examine posit a revolution taking place on 5 May 1945 and unfolding over
the years that followed. Ministry of Information documents, furthermore, display an
extraordinary continuity of language and hostility to Western radio broadcasting into
Czechoslovakia throughout the period 1945-1953. 1 argue, therefore, that it is relevant
to emphasize the continuity of documents produced by the organizations studied here
over the dramatic political changes taking place at the time of their creation. I opened
with a Polish example rather than a Czechoslovak one, but it was not just the Haczewski
family teasing out the difference between listening and eavesdropping at the period -
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Czech and Slovak radio broadcasters and the highest echelons of the Czechoslovak
government were as well.

The listening environment in Czechoslovakia from 1945 to 1953

Radio historian Eva JeSutovd contextualizes the importance of the medium of radio in
Czechoslovakia at the beginning of the Third Republic,” suggesting that ‘the number
of [state broadcaster Czechoslovak Radios] listeners was higher than the number of
those who read the daily press. On May 1, 1945, the authorities registered 1,083,208
radio license payers; by the end of 1948, this number had doubled (to 2,108,000).
The cost and size of contemporary radio receivers meant that one household would,
in all likelihood, have only one set. Family members would have to reach a consensus
on what to listen to, and listen together. We thus have to add to the millions of license
payers many more who listened together with them to those same receivers. Oral
history likewise suggests that group listening outside of the home was still common,?
and Ministry of Information documents show that radio was broadcast and listened to
collectively in factories.*

There were two Czechoslovak Radio stations with national coverage (Prague I and
Prague 1II), as well as numerous regional stations (in particular in Czechoslovakia’s
strategically important border zones). As journalist and memoirist Josef Josten
writes, stations broadcasting from outside of Czechoslovakia could be received by
Czechoslovak transmitters as well.”” The BBC, with its wartime prestige, broadcast in
Czech and Slovak from London: Josten suggests that Czechs and Slovaks followed the
station’s English-language programming ‘with almost religious fervour® at the time
of the communist takeover in February 1948. American Forces Network broadcast
from Bavaria, and was also picked up by listeners in Czechoslovakia, as were Voice of
America (broadcasting in Czech and Slovak), Radio Vatican, Radio Vienna and Radio
Luxemburg.?” In 1951, Radio Free Europe programming in Czech and Slovak elbowed
its way onto the airwaves, quickly becoming a thorn in the flesh of Czechoslovak
government officials, not least Information Minister Vaclav Kopecky.?

In listener polling conducted by the Ministry of Information both during the
Third Republic and following the 1948 takeover, listeners invoked foreign stations as
examples for, and ways to leverage, the state broadcaster. One listener petitioned the
ministry in 1945 for more ‘reports delivered naturally, like they are in the West? And
post-coup, in October 1948, a listener told the Ministry of Information: ‘Believe me,
I'm always somewhat ashamed when I catch a foreign station (for example Vienna
or Budapest) and I hear lots of beautiful arias from our operas, while here amateur
brass music [kutdlka] prevails’®* In December 1948, a third listener complained
that ‘a lot of us get up [early] and so we have to listen to foreign stations™ (as state
broadcaster Czechoslovak Radios programming only began at six oclock in the
morning). From polling, then, we can infer that a range of foreign stations in a number
of foreign languages were audible to Czech and Slovak listeners, and also, in late 1940s
Czechoslovakia, citizens actively discussed listening to foreign radio (perhaps using an
appropriate language of shame or regret) in order to extract what they wanted from
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state broadcaster Czechoslovak Radio (in these instances, less brass music on air or
programming at an earlier hour).

How should historians approach polling conducted in a nascent dictatorship?
Czechs and Slovaks signed up to submit their opinions on radio output in regular
written form to the Ministry of Information, having been encouraged to do so through
radio announcements and adverts in the listings magazine Nds rozhlas (Our Radio).
Both before and after the takeover, the ministry suggested it was working with hundreds
of regular participants. Letters preserved by the ministry’s polling division suggest a
major incentive to participate came from the prospect of altering Czechoslovak Radio’s
output to one’s own tastes. Judging by complaints the ministry received, it would appear
that recruits were sorely disappointed in this. Households were also allocated a lottery
number by which they were then identified. From this we can assume that prizes were
an added incentive to encourage regular participation in polls.

Listeners often submitted their responses as a family identifiable by raffle number
rather than individual name. And the Ministry of Information anonymized the
responses it received yet further (prioritizing a respondent’s occupation and gender).
Polling files suggest that where unflattering feedback was garnered, the ministry
generally applied its efforts to creating directives for Czechoslovak Radio, rather than
dismissing the feedback. A poll on the broadcaster’s news reporting sent to respondents
in October 1948 found, for example, that ‘those who consider foreign news to be
better reproach the bias of Czechoslovak Radio’s news most of all, but also its long-
windedness, its repetition ... the contrast between optimistic news and the grey reality
... belated news, and the lack of attention paid to events abroad’* The ministry did not
seek to address all of these points (it notably did not criticize its bias), but subsequently
recommended that Czechoslovak Radio’s news team ‘include the standpoint of other
states on important events) as well as broadening foreign reporting more generally.*®

In his analysis of Soviet radio, historian Stephen Lovell describes a ‘pre-Cold
War moment when it was possible to cite foreign radio with approval’** Letters to
the Czechoslovak Ministry of Information gained their force precisely because this
was an emerging Cold War moment when voicing approval of foreign radio carried
increased significance. Importantly, the Ministry of Information was not the secret
police, and the same respondents may not have been so candid about their foreign
listening preferences in an interview with law enforcement officers. But the point
here is surely that interaction with the state took forms other than encounters with
law enforcement alone in the early communist period, and, in engagement with the
Ministry of Information regarding radio listening preferences, Czechs and Slovaks
employed what they well understood to be unsanctioned practices precisely to force
the hands of an elite.

Unlike in Haczewski’s Poland, there was no law which banned listening to foreign
radio in Czechoslovakia following the end of the war. In fact, a Ministry of Information
document from 1945 discussed how radio broadcast from abroad may well introduce
Czechs and Slovaks to ideas unfriendly to the state,® but that the Nazi-era ban on
deliberate listening to foreign broadcasts should nonetheless be lifted ‘in regard to
the large-scale condemnation which was expressed towards this regulation’® As
historian Jan Rychlik notes in his analysis of Czechoslovak communist propaganda,
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1945-1989, this legal state of affairs continued following the communist takeover:
‘listening to foreign radio was not banned in Czechoslovakia and was not punishable}”
he writes, ‘because such a ban would resemble too closely Nazi measures during the
Second World War when listening to foreign radio was punished by hard labour, or
indeed death’®® Rychlik argues that a factor informing this decision was that wartime
experience had proved that such a ban was ineffective; despite the risks of listening,
BBC broadcasts had gained cult status by the end of the war.

Secret police documents show, however, that people could, and did, get in trouble
for broadcasting Western radio stations in public places, or for talking about what
they heard on Western stations. In the 1950s, discussing Radio Free Europe was often
a move attributed to those accused of other crimes, and functioned as an aggravating
circumstance, proving their treasonous intentions.*® Regardless of the letter of the law,
however, oral history suggests that some Czechs and Slovaks believed it was forbidden
to listen to Western stations such as Radio Free Europe, and this belief surely must
have affected their behaviour.*” And importantly, punishment for listening to Western
radio may not have taken criminal form, but such behaviour may have had professional
repercussions if it ended up on one’s personnel file. Instrumental in detection of any
transgression were the hundreds and thousands of citizens listening vigilantly to their
neighbours’ radio habits.

While it comes from a later (and generally understood as gentler) period, a 1965
Radio Free Europe analyst’s assessment summarizes the disconnect between legal statutes
and social practice well: discussing the case of a bus driver demoted to the position
of mechanic for tuning into Voice of America in his vehicle while working, the RFE
analyst states: “Though listening to “hostile” stations alone is not punishable, it is usually
considered an aggravating circumstance at court hearings initiated for another offence.
Subject to legal prosecution is “group listening” or dissemination of “hostile propaganda’,
which comes under the charge “inciting” (Para. 98 of the 1961 Penal Code)*!

Prokop Tomek describes how this sort of punishment of listeners, refutation
of content and jamming formed a trinity by which the Czechoslovak government
set out to tackle Western radio broadcasting.** Tomek suggests that Czechoslovak
security officials began discussing the prospect of jamming foreign broadcasts with
their counterparts in neighbouring countries in 1950.* As Milan Barta explains,
jamming began in Czechoslovakia in 1952 and ceased in 1988 (despite extensive
debates about the practice and a few days’ pause at the time of the Soviet-led invasion
of Czechoslovakia in 1968).* The jamming and refutation employed by Czechoslovak
officials during this period operated on the very assumption that citizens did listen
to Western radio stations. This point finds explicit articulation in the Ministry of
Information documents studied below.

On listening: Letters to the Ministry of Information
A letter from the local branch of the Communist Party in Letovice, Moravia, to the

Ministry of Information in September 1948 lamented the proclivity of the municipality’s
inhabitants to tune into Western radio. The discussion it provoked exposes the central
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official dilemma of whether or not to acknowledge such listening practices. The chair
of the Letovice municipal committee, one Comrade Krej¢i, complained to the ministry
that ‘a sizeable portion of our citizenry listens to our radio very rarely, the news not at
all, and confines itself to foreign radio™ (the verb he used throughout was poslouchat,
no matter the radio station, though here he referred to foreign radio listeners in a
somewhat negative light, ‘confining themselves’ to such stations).

Krejci suggested that Czechoslovak Radio should thus introduce a programme in
which this ‘fabricated, whispered propaganda™® would be overturned. Such a show
would, he hoped, tempt foreign radio listeners to tune into Czechoslovak Radio and
stick with the station thereafter. He added that a concise dismissal of foreign radios
lies on the Czechoslovak public broadcaster would furthermore help those working
in public functions who ‘really do not have time to listen to foreign radio for long
enough, and who don’t have the possibility of getting to know all their lies and the best
arguments against them’*’

The Ministry of Information sought Czechoslovak Radio’s advice on the matter: the
latter claimed quite rightly that it was monitoring the situation closely (at this stage the
broadcaster was indeed involved in transcribing foreign radio broadcasts). Radio staff
argued that a programme of the type that Krej¢i envisaged could, in fact, be dangerous,
as it might ‘alert listeners who up until then didn't listen to foreign news radio™ to the
existence of these stations. The ministry assured the worried comrades of Letovice
that Czechoslovak Radio would respond to the mendacious assertions made in
international broadcasts on a ‘case by case basis’* This debate shows that months after
the takeover, continued Western radio listening was acknowledged, and its ill effects
were feared, but government officials walked a tightrope between denouncing such
listening habits publicly (and thus affirming them), so the government itself ended up
only whispering what it knew.

In this the ministry agreed with anthropologist Stefan Helmreich, who draws
a distinction between listening and hearing and argues in ‘An Anthropologist
Underwater’ that what is listened to, and what is heard, changes over time.*® What is
listened to, for Helmreich, is actively sought and tuned into by an audience, whereas
what is heard is relegated to background noise. Technological advances can demote
a sound that one previously strained to hear to the status of a background hum (the
instance that he analyses concerns the sonar navigation systems of a submarine). The
Letovice committee, meanwhile, understood the situation to have developed in quite
the opposite direction; they argued that Western radio, which continued to broadcast
after the war, was newly foregrounded and in ascendancy in September 1948.

The committee claimed that there was a wide spectrum of easily available listening
choices, whereas we know from numerous Radio Free Europe reception reports at
the Open Society Archives in Budapest that this was not the reality of the situation
at all. Factors such as weather (in particular air pressure and sun spots) altered the
audibility of Western radio broadcasts. Once introduced, jamming took place with
different intensity in different places at different times of day.” A Radio Free Europe
information item even suggested that a station’s popularity was linked directly to
the ease of its reception.® This means that listeners navigated an ever-shifting aural
landscape, appraising radio broadcasts for their audibility as well as their content.
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Another letter to the ministry from another municipal committee dated October
1948, meanwhile, made claims on the institution based upon the municipality’s
impeccable radio credentials.”® The local branch of the Communist Party in Vokovice,
Prague, asked the Ministry of Information to send a radio van and report on the
opening of a new childrens playground in the neighbourhood. It believed it was
entitled to do so as those who built the playground fought for the Czechoslovak Radio
building in 1945. It was bearing arms to defend, rather than listening to, Czechoslovak
Radio which provided the basis of claims made to the ministry. But this letter
exemplifies how Czechs and Slovaks, immediately following the takeover, invoked
radio, and specifically the proper reverence towards Czechoslovak Radio, as a means of
positioning themselves (favourably) in political space and extracting what they wanted
(in this instance, radio coverage) from political elite. The idea that Czechs and Slovaks
held loyalties to many and various stations lent force to the claims of stalwart radio
allegiance made by Vokovice’s political elite.

In these two cases, listeners articulated their habits to the authorities in order
to extract certain concessions. For their part, authorities debated whether or not to
acknowledge publicly listening practices of which they were aware. Having considered
the way authorities reacted to claims made by the Czech and Slovak public, this chapter
now turns to the ways that Czechoslovak officials understood the work of listening.

On eavesdropping: The practice of monitoring

Employees of different Czechoslovak ministries agreed unanimously that radio
monitoring was invaluable at a meeting in January 1947. The monitor, Czechoslovak
Radio, however, came under fire for the illegibility of some of its reports.* Those
assembled (from the Ministry of Post, Foreign Ministry and Ministry of Information)
went on to debate what this invaluable service should be called. The minutes report:

It was also noted that the name ‘odposlouchaci sluzba’ [which one could translate
as ‘monitoring service, but ‘odposlouchavat’ also means listen-in or eavesdrop,
as previously discussed] has an odious taste [odiosni prichuf] to it and it was
recommended that another name should be found. It was agreed that the
expression ‘monitorovaci sluzba’ [‘monitoring service’] should be recommended
for use.”

Thus, a technocratic-sounding Anglicism was adopted as the title of the enterprise,
and allusion to the pioneering role of the BBC in the transcription of foreign radio
broadcasts was made.*

Salient in this document is the discussion of ‘odposlouchaci sluzba’ having an
‘odiosni prichut, with the whiff of illegitimacy attached to the verb ‘odposlouchavat.
Employees of different ministries agreed that they did not want to eavesdrop upon
foreign radio, yet they found the transcripts produced by monitors to be of great
use. The solution was a rebrand, and the shelter of a technocratic-sounding foreign
borrowing. This was a decision taken at the highest level of government by delegates

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 22 @ 23-06-2018 15:26:57



®

Secret Agents 23

from a range of different ministries. Social stigma attached to odposlouchdvini led
ministry officials to call what they were doing something else.

Did this rebrand shroud the monitoring service in secrecy? Were its employees
really eavesdropping all along under the guise of ‘monitoring’ foreign broadcasts?
Not if we understand the techniques by which one listens to be bound to the social
legitimacy of that listening. Arguably, the opprobrium with which one listens affects
the way one does it: if one’s job is endowed with a technocratic aura of expertise, rather
than an ‘odious flavour, this, assuredly, affects how one goes about it. In other words,
there is a repertoire of listening techniques that one either chooses for oneself or is
assigned, which affects the individual’s very experience of listening. Meetings such as
this, in which officials discuss what it was, in fact, that their employees were doing
illustrate the lack of clarity and demonstrate the complexity of the work of listening.

The monitor’s guilt and psychiatric health

At a very personal level, we find evidence of something akin to monitor guilt in one
of the transcripts produced by the monitoring service in May 1952.” The Radio Free
Europe programme Listy domovu (Letters Home) always started with an appeal made
by the show’s presenters to a section of the communist establishment. In this particular
episode, the presenters addressed ‘members of the monitoring service® (referred to
pejoratively as ‘¢lenové odposlouchavaci sluzby’), whom they urged to ‘listen carefully
to our first letter’® What followed was a playful exercise in addressing the monitor
without seeming to. Presuming that the monitors listened on a regular basis to the
entirety of the broadcast, the hosts addressed them in the vocative in the first part of
the programme, before urging them to ‘put down [their] headphones® at a certain
juncture, as ‘the following letters weren’t written for you’®

The presenters attempted to persuade the monitors that they were intimately
familiar with their techniques. Indeed they were; Radio Free Europe undertook exactly
the same sort of monitoring of Czechoslovak Radio broadcasts. So as to convince the
monitors that they were really addressing them, the presenters started by outlining in
detail what they believed the monitors to be doing at that very moment: ‘You carefully
record every word of this programme, you slowly play back the tape, noting what is said
and transcribing it’* In an aural environment in which Czechs and Slovaks could tune
into domestic and foreign radio broadcasts, only the monitors, as official surveillance
staff, could record what they were hearing, which gave them a clear advantage. Tape
recorders were few and far between in the late 1940s and early 1950s, meaning that
monitors alone had the power to reproduce sound,® to take their own time and listen
again to the evidence of radio broadcasts.® While radio broadcasts may have been
periodically receivable by all, those employed by state surveillance thus had a decisive
technological advantage.

Following a discussion of the monitors’ daily activities, the presenters then appealed
to the monitors’ conscience: they insisted that much of the correspondence they would
go on to broadcast was ‘written to mothers® and that ‘it would be a big sin to break
into the messages of people who love each other in order to determine the name of
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the addressee and the name of the sender’® This guilt was compounded when the
presenters further stated:

somewhere in a small flat lives an abandoned mother, you want to put her in danger
... Somewhere lives an abandoned wife and her child doesn't know whether he
is an orphan or whether he has a father. You want to put this woman in danger
because her husband, who had to flee, sent her greetings and raised her spirits
over the radio.””

Women were thus emotively invoked throughout by the show’s presenters as particularly
vulnerable Czechoslovak citizens. The figures of abandoned wives and mothers were
used to underscore the message that members of the monitoring service preyed upon
the weak. This charge was largely in keeping with Radio Free Europe’s editorial line
(audible in programmes such as Délnické vysildni®® — Worker’s Broadcast — and the
on-air speeches of Czechoslovak bureau chief Ferdinand Peroutka)® that one of the
worst excesses of the communist government in Czechoslovakia was its supposed
violence towards women.

And this appeal, it seems, largely worked. While a small section of the letter to
the monitor is missing and annotated by the transcriber as ‘about two sentences
indecipherable}® the messages which followed (to which the monitor had been
instructed to cease listening) are left practically untranscribed. The first message,
as the presenters had just outlined, urged its recipient to take particular care of an
émigrés mother. Following this statement, according to the monitor’s annotation, ‘a
long section is indecipherable for technical reasons.” Radio signal could be patchy of
course, and endless reception reports stress that factors outside of broadcasters’ control
(be it weather, jamming or geography) could interfere with broadcasts, but in light of
the thoroughness of transcripts which precede and follow this one, here arguably is a
written manifestation of monitor guilt.

This would complicate the panopticon narrative of a surveillance state which derives
its power through its ability to anonymously, dispassionately observe. As Steven Feld
has argued, the notion of power being bound up with the ocular is partial and could
be refined by considering how the aural fits into this too’: it is important in the letter
to the monitor studied earlier that his or her behaviours are outlined, weight is lent to
the claims the presenters make by the impression that they know what the monitor
is doing through observation. But the monitor is chastised for abusing his or her
power to listen - in this instance, according to the presenters, to eavesdrop on private
correspondence. The monitor is encouraged to feel guilty for his or her surveillance
work, and the transcript we are left with would suggest that the monitor did indeed feel
guilty, ceasing as he or she did to write down much of the programme that followed.

Hence, in discussions of state surveillance, it remains to examine the reflexes and
personal views of the monitor as an embedded social actor. As the previous example
shows, such exposure could impact upon the form that surveillance itself took. If, as
Haczewski suggests, there existed some sort of pressure to maintain the secrecy of
listening, then calling monitors out for doing what they were doing presented one
way in which to subvert their activity. That it was also possible to shame the monitor
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underlines that the surveillance official did not live outside of the society he or she
surveyed, but navigated its dilemmas and rules similarly (albeit, as we have already
discussed, with a marked technological advantage).

That sustained exposure to such dispiriting Western radio programmes could
damage monitors’ morale was indeed a concern for Czechoslovak government
officials. More than once, the Ministry of Information voiced concern about the mental
health of the monitors it oversaw. On 22 November 1948, ministry employees urged
Information Minister Vaclav Kopecky to acknowledge the ‘notable demands on the
moral, political, and professional maturity of all employees, working in very difficult
conditions” in Czechoslovak Radio’s monitoring service. In this document, disgust at
Western news was not feigned; such broadcasts were recognized as taking their toll on
monitors. Ministry officials understood Western broadcasts as capable of cumulatively
eroding citizens’ psychological well-being. Kopecky’s expression of thanks would
reward Czechoslovak Radio’s monitors for their ‘hard”* work and was meant to boost
their morale sapped by Western broadcasts. Over and above ministerial recognition,
the authorities were advised that better furniture for the monitors would be of key
importance in preserving their physical and mental health.”

Conclusion

If we consider Czech and Slovak citizens and government officials as listeners, then we
discover that domination practices in post-war and early communist Czechoslovakia
were more complex and sophisticated than previously understood. People were open
with the authorities that they listened to Western stations which regrettably exposed
the inferiorities of domestic Czechoslovak broadcasting. Officials debated, meanwhile,
the sorts of listening their monitor employees undertook and quite how legitimate
that listening actually was. I have argued that these sources, which are predominantly
institutional or commissioned by authorities, show us in fact how Czechs and Slovaks
positioned themselves when speaking to those authorities. Czech and Slovak listeners
in the post-war and early communist period knew themselves to be far from powerless.
Together, these sources utterly refute the idea of listening as a uniform, and inherently
passive, activity, which has long been the claim of communications theorists and linguists.

The social actors discussed in these sources may well be agents, but were they secret
agents? Secrecy granted radio listeners and those who listened to them a bargaining
tool in early Cold War Czechoslovakia. If no one was supposed to be listening to
Western radio, nor to its audiences, then calling this practice out could, and did, shame
the listener. We expose this conundrum most vividly through the value-laden claims
of ‘eavesdropping’ permeating sources from the period. These documents show that
Czechs and Slovaks negotiated with the authorities what exactly constituted private
and public space. As such, they complicate our understanding of the loci and logics of
social control.

This chapter has discussed the potential shame attached to forms of listening in
the early Cold War - but it has barely touched upon the pleasure of such activities.
The enjoyment of listening might indeed have been enhanced by the secrecy of the
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practice. It is certain that radio provided millions of Czechs and Slovaks with hours
of happiness and entertainment during an epoch we often characterize as terrifying
and joyless. Understanding the mechanics of this better constitutes, I believe, a fruitful
future line of enquiry for the historiography of communism.
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Practices of Distance and Perceptions of
Proximity: Trade Union Delegates and Everyday
Politics in Post-Second World War Romania

Adrian Grama

Introduction: Beyond the Vichy analogy

Romania’s transition to state socialism after the Second World War conforms to
the infamous ‘communist takeover’ scenario that unfolded across Eastern Europe:
brigading the communist and social-democratic parties together with various other
political entrepreneurs, a Moscow-backed government imposed in March 1945 ended
up organizing rigged elections in November 1946. Won by the communists, these
elections produced a governing coalition which was quickly eaten up by the Romanian
Communist Party, forcing the king to abdicate in December 1947 and instituting the
Popular Republic of Romania the following spring. Historians’ efforts to make sense
of these events focused on the manifold tactics employed by the communists and their
Soviet patrons in pursuit of political dominance between 1945 and 1947. For the first
two post-war years, the brief experiment with ‘popular front’ coalitions was marked
by the communists’ colonization of key state institutions and the deployment of
sporadic violence against political rivals, on both the Left and the Right. Consequently,
the ‘communist takeover’ foreshadowed Sovietization, with the establishment of
the Cominform in September 1947 signalling ‘Stalin’s growing conviction that East
European states must conform to his own harsh methods of dictatorial rule’’ The
benchmark year 1948 inaugurated the domestication of the Soviet blueprint in most
spheres of social life, from the collectivization of agriculture and the erection of a
police state to the etatization of industry and the remaking of the educational system.
Characteristically, ‘takeover’ narratives move onto the level of high politics - the
domain of elite struggles over public resources — with only occasional incursions
beyond the power dynamics that played into the control of state institutions. If the
broader society is brought into this picture, it is less for its explanatory potential in
illuminating the trajectory of these struggles and more for its importance in bearing
witness to a regime of (foreign) occupation. On this understanding, the establishment
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of state socialism in Romania becomes a story of collaboration and opportunism,
resistance and rebellion, accommodation and passivity. These categories compose an
ethical test to be administered by the historian to a whole array of social groups and
individuals, all to be summoned before a moral tribunal in absentia, their actions
neatly separated between those that allegedly propped up the new regime and those
that supposedly hindered, however ineffectively, its functioning. In what is still the
classical work of this genre, exiled political scientist Ghita Ionescu argued that the
first post-war decade in Romania resembled the experience of the Vichy regime
in France.? This suggestion allowed Ionescu to introduce a set of essentially moral
categories to evaluate the range of attitudes Romanians supposedly adopted vis-a-vis
the new communist authorities, distinguishing between a minority of opportunists
and a passive majority that seldom engaged in acts of open resistance. According
to Ionescu, those Romanians who chose to join the ranks of the Communist Party
after 1945 were ‘disgruntled factory workers; a sizable number of domestic servants,
unemployed agricultural workers in the countryside, and in large numbers, the
members of discontented national minorities, in addition to POWSs returning ‘already
indoctrinated’ from the Soviet Union and a good deal of former members of interwar
fascist organizations.?

Written in the early 1960s, Ghita Ionescu’s book had a remarkable influence on
recent Romanian historiography. The opening of the archives after 1989 and the
possibility to delve deeper into the social context of the post-war period changed little
of the original judgement. Nor was the overall framework of interpretation in any
way challenged. The ferreting out of new evidence only reinforced the Vichy analogy,
which remained the implicit model for historians exploring the second half of the
1940s and the 1950s: a puppet regime in Bucharest installed by the Soviets against
which resistance had to be celebrated and collaboration disgraced. The subjects of
retrospective historiographical humiliation were unsurprisingly the usual suspects
already singled out by Ionescu himself: ‘part of the industrial workers, some poor
peasants, many members of some minorities, notably Hungarians, but also Jews
and Armenians, some former members of the Legionary Movement, some military
officers, state functionaries, intellectuals and very many lumpen (elemente declasate)
from various social strata’* To be sure, neither Ionescu nor contemporary historians go
as far as to deny genuine feelings of support for the Communist Party among all these
social and ethnic minorities. Yet most often these feelings are attributed either to self-
deception or to the skilful manipulation of discontent on the part of Communist Party
leaders. In this view, industrial workers in particular were susceptible to lend their
allegiance to the Communist Party not out of conviction but rather due to the party’s
ability to fuel labour conflict through its industrial policies. For Ionescu, the cluster of
policies adopted by the communist governments after 1945 was deliberately crafted to
cause strife between management and workers.?

This chapter goes beyond current readings of the post-war period in Romania
inspired by the Vichy analogy. Rather than asking what social groups joined the
Romanian Communist Party after the end of the Second World War, I focus on the
ways in which the party strived to extract conformity and exercise dominance over
those among its members elevated to positions of influence in industrial milieux.
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By narrowing the analysis on the figure of the delegate of the factory committee —
politically active union representatives at the factory level - I show how workers had
their own politics which sometimes aligned them with the Communist Party, yet
most times went against the moderate approach encouraged by Communist Party and
trade union leaders. In this context, I show how the delegate was often caught in the
crossfire, being at the same time subjected to the pressure stemming from superiors
and workmates. Following the trajectory of the delegates as they navigated the myriad
constraints under which they were required to operate allows me to question the value
of categories predicated on the collaboration/resistance conceptual pair. Instead of
straightjacketing historical facts into this static and moral grid of interpretation, I find
the notion of Eigen-Sinn more suitable to register and explain the range of activities,
both oppositional and obedient, the delegates were engaged in (for a discussion of Alf
Liidtke’s notion of Eigen-Sinn, see further down in this chapter). Moreover, grounded
in thick descriptions of workers’ everyday life, the concept of Eigen-Sinn has the merit
of taking into account how those activities transformed over time: what seemed a
legitimately conformist attitude in 1946 came to be seen as a form of disobedience by
the end of the decade.

This chapter also asks a second question: How were the delegates’ obstinate self-
assertion of needs, interests and desires perceived at the top, among Communist Party
and trade union leaders? Perceptions of unruliness and compliance as well as the
supposed reasons that led delegates to act in a certain manner altered throughout the
post-war period. Up until 1947, and as long as the communists shared control of the
government and the trade union movement with the social democrats, the language
used to interpret the delegates’ misdeeds was derived from the semantic universe
of the Third International. Notions such as ‘anarcho-syndicalism, ‘fascism’ and
‘backwardness’ informed a limited yet flexible repertoire for classifying disobedience,
soliciting conformity and enforcing allegiance. Beginning with 1948, however,
these notions lost their appeal and slowly faded away from the everyday vocabulary
Communist Party and trade union leaders used for framing the political faits divers
of industrial life. This change reflected the new role assigned to the institution of the
factory committee in the early years of ‘popular democracy’: no longer charged with
containing strikes or other episodes of unrest as they had been during the immediate
post-war epoch, after 1948 the delegates were given control over the distribution of
welfare funds at the factory level and were charged with monitoring labour discipline
on the shop floor. In this context, the polemic jargon of the Comintern was replaced
by denunciations of embezzlement and libellous campaigns against infringements of
socialist morality.

This chapter is divided into two section. In the first one, I reconstruct the fragmented
biography of a union delegate whose trajectory within the Romanian Communist
Party spans the first post-war decade. Departing from this example, in the second
part I focus on the evolution of the factory committee as one of the key institutions
that mediated the transition to state socialism in Romania and Eastern Europe more
broadly. Finally, in the concluding remarks I argue for the need to approach the post-
war period in terms of categories of interpretation and objects of analysis emancipated
from the burden of contemporary memory politics.
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“The fear of the masses’

Meet Tudor Anton: this name makes an appearance in the archives of Radio Free
Europe in a note headed ‘Communist Party: Inner Life¢ and based on scraps of
information collected in 1951 from Romanian refugees arriving in a camp in Rome,
Italy, allegedly ‘partly confirmed by other sources. Let us read closely the entire note:

Tudor Anton, the president of the Labour Union of the 23rd August’ factory (ex-
Malaxa) in Bucharest was purged in the summer of 1951. Tudor was too friendly
with the workers with whom he used to mingle freely. For this over-friendliness,
he was accused at a union meeting of neglecting the duties entrusted to him by
the Party. The accusation was made by the factory director Comrade Teodorescu
who charged Tudor with being too friendly with the workers, drinking and taking
motorcycle trips with them, thus wasting time that he might have used for the
good of the Party. A group of workers protested against this accusation. They said
that if Tudor rode around on a motorcycle he was always less fortunate than those
who are riding around in luxurious cars. The fact is that President Tudor Anton
was dismissed from the factory even though he was a communist and had attended
the Party’s leaders’ school for six months. As a consequence of Tudor’s dismissal,
Radovici Constantin of ‘bourgeois’ origin and protected by Tudor in the factory,
was also purged. In July 1951 he was accompanied to the factory by a member
of the militia in order to pick up his belongings, which included a shop smock.
Radovici was sent to Moldavia for a period of two months under the conditions of
forced residence. In September 1951 he was officially dismissed from the factory.®

Note the involuntary tragic tone of this note: the dismissal of a highly trained communist
could not but have involved some collateral damage, in this case the consequential
purge of a ‘protected’ yet stigmatized fellow worker holding tight to his shop smock
at the hands of the police. It is as if the insertion of the ‘bourgeois’ at the end of the
story was meant to add depth and dignity to the already-unfortunate fate of the union
leader. Tudor Anton’s circle of friends was not, as it were, limited to drinking and
motorcycling proletarian lads but could very well encompass the truly downgraded
men such as Radovici - as long as they shared the space of the factory. This was a world
turned upside down, or so it seemed from the shop floor: a carnivalesque display of
inequality whereby some rode around in luxurious cars; workers were forbidden to
freely enjoy their leisure time; union leaders were repressed for befriending workers;
and the ‘bourgeois’ was paying the price of class origin. How, then, should we interpret
the apparent contradiction between ‘over-friendliness, trade union obligations and the
duties placed upon Communist Party members?

We might proceed to unpack this conflictual triangle by way of retracing Tudor
Anton’s fragmented political biography, of which we will never know more than what
has been preserved in the stream of paperwork issued by the Communist Party in
and around Malaxa Works — Bucharest’s largest metal factory. A skilled coppersmith
of the locomotive section extolled for his craftsmanship in the pages of Scinteia, in
September 1945 Tudor was one of the few secretaries of the Communist Party inside
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the plant: ‘devoted, determined, brave, and energetic, defined by a low political
consciousness yet responsible, trustworthy; an activist, with a collectivist outlook’” In
October 1945, Tudor was also a delegate of the factory committee, somebody whom
the party was in urgent need of unmasking and expelling. Faced with an upsurge in
labour unrest, the party concluded that the factory committee’s delegates had lost their
prestige and authority because workers understood that they had no say in matters of
wages and provisioning. In this context, some of the delegates became ‘vain’ [orgoliosi]
and cut themselves off from the masses [s-au desprins de mase]. Tudor Anton adopted
the opposite attitude, one even more troublesome for the leaders of the Communist
Party: “There is an anarcho-syndicalist current of opinion in the locomotive section
among leading communist delegates to place themselves at the forefront of the masses,
lending their support to unpremeditated initiatives and breaking both union and Party
discipline’® Tudor was the ‘anarcho-syndicalist’ delegate of the locomotive section
who, rather than opting to seclude himself from the workers, completely identified
with their demands.

This was a risk inherent in the act of delegation: because the party claimed to
represent the masses, it opened itself to instances when the masses could represent
themselves through the party. In such cases, communist delegates of the factory
committee such as Tudor were forced to decide: they could either side with their
workmates and be accused of ‘anarcho-syndicalism’ or they could free themselves
from their class binding and be accused of being ‘vain’ For instance, in February 1946,
Communist Party members at Malaxa Works ‘et themselves get mobilized by the
masses during an attempt to stop work. The moment they were enlightened [ldmuriti]
they adopted a just attitude and turned around the attempt to stop working into a
demonstration of support for the factory committee and the Groza government’’ The
hijacking of factory committee’s delegates during protest outbursts was a permanent
threat for the Communist Party. The preponderance of these actions at Malaxa Works
throughout 1946 revealed how communist delegates dr[a]nk ‘with the enemy’ or how
they felt ‘hated’ [dusmadniti] by workmates who reproached them for having made a
pact with management. The physical proximity to one’s co-workers and the duty to
always confront their needs prompted violence, as was the case of comrade delegate
Otto who ‘struggle[d] against all the bandits [because] 240 men request[ed] his help
on a daily basis’ As the report went: ‘Fights break out when he is not there; he does
organize meetings with these people, but it is all in vain: people are simple-minded,
evil and drink. [...] [Comrade Otto] says beatings are good and that he was advised by
the police to beat them up’*® Such violence could not be tolerated and was castigated
under the euphemistic label of ‘command methods’ In the words of one party official:
“This is not why we are communists; we have forgotten the party line, we are governed
by old ways, we refuse to collaborate with those at the bottom. In trade union work we
have to abolish command methods."!

Drinking with one’s workmates, being detested by them, listening to their
complaints, befriending some, beating up others - this range of behaviours made up
the web of reciprocities in which the delegate was invariably tangled up on the shop
floor. This cluster of emotions and social relations - friendship and disgust, hatred and
camaraderie - extended well beyond factory perimeters into a chain of interlocking
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social spaces: neighbourhoods and villages, pubs and canteens, tramway stops and
train stations, sport fields and church parishes. The delegate, then, took to the shop
floor a bagful of anxiety passed on by friends and foes at each and every juncture point
on this chain. This anxiety of the delegate was dubbed in party reports ‘the fear of the
masses. Take, for instance, the description of the western city of Timisoara in March
1946:

Factory committees, made up of communist and social-democratic members, have
become bureaucratized; a kind of fear of the masses trickles down from the county
level party organization. Things went so far that even the secretary of the Timis-
Torontal communist county organization, comrade Stanciu Emil, wants to be back
on the production line, arguing he cannot deal any more with the problems of
working for the party. This fear of the masses, this fear of the workers — who are all
angry over the difficult state of the economy - is due to our lack of political work."?

Or, take another party report detailing the situation in the southern Transylvanian
town of Medias:

Workers see trade unions as watchdogs (cerberi) of management. Our comrades in
the unions speak a monotonous language, drafted on a simple model. Everywhere
we can see the same fear of the workers, who are furious because they lack all sort
of things. On many occasions, our own comrades behave as if we were the ones
responsible for current economic hardships. [...] The fear of masses paralyzes our
initiative."

The ‘fear of the masses’ pushed many delegates back onto the production line and
made some of the communist rank-and-file reject positions in the factory committees
or even higher up the trade union hierarchy. In other cases, delegates bailed out by
arguing that they worked and had no time for politics. This was Tudor Anton’s strategy
as well. In early 1947, ‘he refused to fulfil the obligations he took on, arguing that
he worked and had no time (with all our efforts we could not persuade him), thus
exhibiting a complete lack of discipline; he blames the party for not understanding
him; we propose to replace him [...]>** One year later, Tudor was no longer a delegate
of the Locomotive section of Malaxa Works but a mere party instructor, a significantly
less demanding task that allowed him to carry on with the job and keep a relatively
low political profile.” It took over three years for Tudor Anton to re-emerge as a
representative of the workers. In March 1950, the president of the union was sacked on
accusations of embezzlement.' Several weeks later, Tudor Anton was elected president
of the factory committee. The factory newspaper portrayed his orphaned childhood,
his entering Malaxa Works during the economic boom of the late 1930s and his early
commitment to the Communist Party. In December 1950, he was also nominated to
run for a seat in the local administration of a village near Bucharest.

Tudor’s political career might have been cut short in the summer of 1951 as Radio
Free Europe had it. Yet this was a trajectory intimately linked not merely with the
Communist Party’s ‘inner life’ but also with the evolution of the institution of the factory

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 38 @ 23-06-2018 15:26:57



®

Practices of Distance, Perceptions of Proximity 39

committee both within Malaxa Works and within the national trade union movement
revived in the post-war period. This personal trajectory, as much as I could reconstruct
it, shows the ways in which Tudor was simultaneously engaged in manoeuvring the
distance between himself, ‘the masses’ and the party, abolishing it during work time
in October 1945 when he was accused of ‘anarcho-syndicalism, lengthening it in 1947
when he accused the party of lacking understanding for his condition and abolishing
it again in 1951 during spare time when he was accused of ‘over-friendliness. This play
on distance allowed Tudor to cast his copper in relative tranquillity and shelter himself
from the combined claims put on him by his membership in the Communist Party
and by the expectations of his workmates. It also allowed him to take an active, though
perhaps less anxious, part in the activities organized by the party such as guarding
the main gates of the plant during a Labour Day parade in 1949."” Tudor’s constant
negotiation of distance between peers and superiors in and out of the shop floor and
up and down union hierarchy, as well as his oscillating commitments between working
one’s copper and working one’s way through the ranks of the Communist Party, is what
Alf Lidtke has dubbed Eigen-Sinn.

Defined as ‘the attempt to gain momentary distance from the expectations coming
“from above” and “from nearby”, Eigen-Sinn is a relational concept that cuts across
homogenizing binaries (support/opposition, resistance/accommodation, solidarity/
anomie) in order to reveal how everyday practices of distancing (die Praktiken der
Distanzierung) might challenge, undermine, reproduce or consecrate patterns of
domination and relations of power at the point of production and beyond.” In this
view, the search for distance from workmates and foremen, from managers and
militants or from the encroachment of trade unionism and the burden of party
membership might end up in acts of mobilization but might also hinder or chip away
at efforts towards collective expressions of dissent. For Liidtke, Eigen-Sinn occurs
at the interface between two entangled, mutually reinforcing historical processes:
the politicization of the private and the privatization of politics. The first might be
conceptualized as the expansion of organized mass politics, both at the level of the
state (laws, policies, institutions etc.) and within the realm of civil society (political
parties, unions, associations etc.). The latter falls within the purview of the localized,
unregimented and frugal everyday and takes the form of relentless (re)appropriations
of resources and opportunities made available or denied by the politicization of
the private. Liidtke grounds this historical dialectic in an underspecified, scantily
alluded to drive to secure (and boost) the efficiency (Tauglichkeit) of labour power for
generalized commodity production.” Eigen-Sinn, then, is not merely intended to map
out disruptive practices in the social universe of industrial work - practices which
might all too easily be miscataloged as la perruque — but rather to restore a degree of
autonomy to the way in which workers make sense on their own of the multifarious,
ever-changing regime of compulsions they find themselves subjected to at any given
time: managerial hierarchy and the price of bread, wage systems and party meetings,
union fees and starving children, labour law and the cost of a tram ticket, work-time
and household chores, ties of class and delegation and so on.?® Let us now turn to the
question of the factory committee to see how workers and Communist Party leaders
understood this institution.
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The invention of ‘anarcho-syndicalism’

The emergence of factory committees across post-war East-Central Europe was a
remarkably uniform process, irrespective of these countries’ trade union traditions
and their diverse experiences of the war. For each case, as the German war economy
collapsed and the Wehrmacht retreated, workers were able to organize themselves at
the point of production well before the constitution of trade unions. Equally uniform
was the initial reaction of the Communist Parties, which profited from the radicalism
of the factory committees in their effort to expand their membership. It did not take
long, however, for the same Communist Parties to launch an assault on the committees.
By May 1945, Polish communists called for ‘the increased and strengthened authority
of the director, engineer and foreman’ and condemned the committees for their
‘anarcho-syndicalism’?' So too in Czechoslovakia: once the national trade union was
set up in late 1945, factory committees drew increased attention for their alleged
‘syndicalism’? In each of these countries, laws were passed to regulate the prerogatives
of the committees in order to re-establish shop floor hierarchy, limiting their power
to matters of negotiations, banning all haphazard purges and dashing dreams of self-
management, even in those enterprises abandoned by their former owners where
workers kept production running on their own. While all these facts conjure a scenario
of trans-bloc uniformity, there were notable differences as well.

In post-war Romania, factory committees mushroomed throughout the fall of
1944 as an outcome of the wartime alliance between the Communist and Social-
Democratic Parties known as Frontul Unic Muncitoresc or FUM (United Workers’
Front). From the outset, membership in the factory committee was premised
on political allegiance rather than, as in Poland or Czechoslovakia, on lingering
remnants of labour militancy from the interwar period. Established in April 1944,
the FUM was supposed to monopolize all upcoming trade union activity and run it
on a parity principle.® There were good reasons for this decision. Both parties had
lost much of their working-class constituencies to home-grown fascism during the
late 1930s and both were in urgent need to reorganize themselves as mass parties
from the ground up. Rebuilding the network of trade unions and reorganizing the
party required a conjoined effort, with the factory committee as the central pillar
of this common platform. This strategy proved successful, at least for the first few
months after the end of the war. By late 1945, one communist leader noted how the
development of the trade union movement radically changed the social basis of the
party: ‘Whereas in the past the vast majority of our members in Transylvania and
Moldavia were non-Romanian petty bourgeois, today we have over 85% Romanian
Party members coming from heavy industry’** This history of party enlargement was
spectacular indeed, but it came at the price of de facto power-sharing within factories:
enlargement spelled empowerment.

Much like in other East-Central European countries, the Romanian trade union
law passed in late January 1945 specified that all employees could and had to organize
themselves in factory committees of no more than thirty members elected by secret
ballot.”” Each committee would then propose a representative for the local trade union
commission, which worked as an assembly of all the committees on a given territory.

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 40 @ 23-06-2018 15:26:57



®

Practices of Distance, Perceptions of Proximity 41

These commissions would then be affiliated with a national branch union such as the
Metal-Chemical Trade Union or the Mining Union, which in turn would be controlled
from above by the General Confederacy of Labour (CGM). The commanding heights
on this string — from the lowest to the highest — were shared within the FUM: an equal
number of communists and social democrats would run the factory committees, the
local trade union commissions, the branch unions and, finally, the central leadership
of CGM. What resulted was an entangled hierarchy of supervision in which it was
all too common for a rank-and-file delegate to take union issues to party meetings
and party problems to union gatherings. The same law stipulated factory committees
had no say in matters of administrative, technical or commercial undertakings, nor
could they fire and hire on their own, all of which lay firmly with management. What
they were allowed to do was to overview the ‘professional interests’ of the workers,
a vague phrase which pushed CGM to issue its own explanatory note restating the
law in a more comprehensible language.? Yet, it was precisely the explosive blend of
party membership and union delegation that empowered the factory committees and
turned them, in the derogatory words of a Communist Party leader, into a ‘master in
the factory’ [stdpdn in fabricd].”

There was no shortage of deprecating terms to describe the power factory
committees exercised within factories. Already in May 1945 - two months after the
appointment of the Groza government - party leader Gheorghiu-Dej was fretting in a
state of awe over the so-called ‘anarcho-syndicalist manifestations” of the committees:
“They disregard the unions and the CGM. How should we explain that in so many
factories they still push for wage increases against the line set by the Confederacy?
How is it still possible they end up organizing strikes?’*® Nor was there a shortage
of answers to this kind of puzzles. For party leader Vasile Luca, factory committees
became ‘surrogates of the owner’ [loctiitorii patronului] and even ‘super-owners’
[supra-patroni] because delegates hunted ‘fat’ positions, indulged in ‘business’ and
singlehandedly managed the provisioning of factory stores and the canteens.” In this
context, many workers felt it was only normal to redirect their demands away from
management towards the factory committee, a situation which put the party at risk.
Luca indeed noted that this was a well-known set-up which communists should do
well to remember: the desire to control factories happened in Germany and Austria
following the First World War, a move he argued had been theorized by Karl Kautsky
and one that paved the way for fascism and Hitlerism. Linking social democracy, the
workers” council movement in Central Europe and Nazism was an ingenious gloss on
the theory of ‘social fascism’ of the early Third International, of which Vasile Luca had
been a venerable militant.*® This political imaginary allowed Luca to time and again
make the argument that:

The origin of the conflict within factories has nothing to do with the fact that I do
not love the social democrats or that they don't love the workers, but rather with
the unhealthy struggle for positions which makes both the social democrats and
communists take sides with one group (i.e. the workers) or another [...] We have
to take away from the factory committees the opportunity for corruption provided
by hiring and firing; they should not be able to do that; they should instead lead the
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struggle of the workers. We cannot pursue workers’ control [control muncitoresc]
within a capitalist society; do not forget the experience of the factory committees
in Germany and Austria. These committees ended up supporting the owners, and
fascism more generally.”!

Yet, neither the deployment of this rhetoric nor the enforcement of the trade union
law of late January 1945 could address what Communist Party leaders understood
to be the unquenchable, rebellious thirst of the factory committees. This problem
became all the more acute by the end of the year, when the Communist Party had
already recruited an extraordinary number of nearly 300,000 members only to see
itself ‘losing the masses™ in the wake of the strike wave that unfolded throughout
October.” In spite of his Cominternism, Vasile Luca was not totally deprived of a
modicum of common sense. In late November 1945, he noted that ‘workers reason
with the belly’ and look up to the government to solve their most pressing needs.**
Workers, however, were also reasoning with their senses and looked up to those in
their proximity to provide them with better food at the canteen, clothes and footwear,
firewood for the winter season and even to kindle their hopes for higher wages.”
These were the delegates of the factory committee, be they communists or social
democrats, men whom workers knew and had laboured along during the war, men
whom they might have befriended over drinks or accompanied on the road to the
factory and certainly men whom they could exert a certain pressure over at the risk
of being punished for overstating their claims. Even the more experienced delegates,
such as long-term union leaders of the interwar epoch, spoke of ‘the discontent and
unprecedented revolt of the workers’*

The autonomy of the committees, then, was a consequence of the delegates
succumbing to this exceptional pressure from nearby’ in two complementary ways.
They could either — as was said of the Jiu Valley delegates - fail to wield ‘sufficient
authority over the masses™ or - as with one president of the factory committee in the
town of Fagaras - seek ‘to mischievously win the masses for his own personal goals’*
For the leaders of the Communist Party, it all amounted to one and the same thing,
namely an open defiance of party and union directives:

[I]t goes without saying that any action - pursued consciously or unconsciously -
which threatens work discipline goes against the best interest of the employees,
even when one might be led to believe the action was carried out with the aim of
gaining rights for the workers.*

Many of the actions alluded to here were indeed strikes: short-lived, localized, flimsy
and arguably hopeless events that were either genuinely carried out with the support
of the factory committee (hence, ‘consciously’) or turned out rather impossible to be
prevented by delegates (hence, ‘unconsciously’). It was not necessarily the outcome of
the strikes that worried most of the leaders of the Communist Party, but rather their
ability to pose and expose the antinomy of representation on the basis of which the party
grew as a mass organization. This explains why both the CGM and Communist Party
leaders denounced the factory committees for having become ‘political platforms, that
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is, instruments in the hands of ‘demagogues’ armed with a ‘revolutionary phraseology’
that used them as springboards for unrest:

Where there are great difficulties and the employees are not clear on the objective
causes which produced the economic difficulties of the country, they go on
strike in order to secure their demands, disregarding the upper echelon of the
trade union [...] CGM has made it explicit that one cannot use a strike to pursue
demands; the strike has a reactionary character, now that the whole country
needs to be reconstructed and all the citizens must sacrifice themselves. Given
these conditions, those who want to go on strike are saboteurs of democracy and
enemies of the reconstruction of the country.*

It was much easier when strikes or any other industrial conflicts that involved the
factory committee could be proven to have been instigated or backed up by social-
democratic delegates; in such cases, Communist Party leaders could mobilize an
entire semantic arsenal centred on the notion of ‘reaction’*' It was not that these
delegates were more militant or more prone to engage in striking activity than
the communist ones, but they often found themselves pushed to the forefront of
protests by workers disenchanted with the perpetual play on distance the latter
were engaged in on the shop floor. It was much more complicated when unrest was
mounted or assisted by communist delegates, as it appeared to be the case with
Tudor Anton at Malaxa Works throughout 1945. Such party members were directly
compromising both the mass organization they helped build and the meaning of
communism they embodied before the workers. Confronted with an even more
severe upsurge in striking activity in 1946, the Communist Party resorted to a
discursive repertoire nourished by a mix of local historical experience and Third
International Marxism.

The mechanism at work here, one that was to be consistently employed by the
Communist Party in its encounter with varying cases of labour unrest, aimed to put
order into what William Sewell called the ‘babble of cultural voices” or the ‘semiotic
sprawl’*> Sewell drew attention to the manifold ways in which large-scale cultural
actors such as state institutions, political parties, churches or corporations - ‘even
in powerful and would-be totalitarian states’ — strive not for the direct imposition of
cultural uniformity, but rather employ strategies of ‘organizing difference’ whereby
varjous cultural practices are marginalized, excluded or normalized with the goal
of obtaining ‘a certain focus on the production and consumption of meaning.*
In this sense, ordering meaning implied less of a conspicuous effort to impose a
supposedly uniform ‘communist’ code of conduct on the rank and file — an effort
which would have been logistically impossible anyway before 1948 - than the attempt
to marginalize or even criminalize industrial practices considered to be at odds with
party tactics at any given point in time. In the post-war field of labour relations,
then, the codification of ‘communism’ as a cluster of rules of identification and self-
identification of the rank and file was premised on the redefining and reordering of
myriad locally embedded protests. Or, to put it differently, because the meaning of
‘communism’ was not textually given but rather socially mediated, every instance of
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labour unrest became a site of struggle over the politically accepted understanding
of party membership.

Conclusion: Tudor’s open-ended posterity

In October 1951, a denunciatory article was published by the Malaxa Works factory
newspaper. The anonymous author of the article called upon management to intervene
in the business of distributing the factory’s social insurance budget, which was run
exclusively by the factory committee. The president of said committee — one Tudor
Anton - was accused of having overspent the money allocated for sickness leave by
no less than 100%, a fact which was allegedly possible only because workers faked
their illnesses and got away with it. Moreover, Tudor was allegedly in cahoots with the
factory’s medical doctors, who turned a blind eye on the vast numbers of workers on
leave. Tudor Anton’s removal, the article concluded, was imminent.* Such cases were
not uncommon. Beginning with 1948, the factory committee was transformed from
an institution geared towards containing workers’ unrest to one entrusted to manage
factory welfare and enforce labour discipline. This momentous change allowed for
people like Tudor to preside over substantial financial resources, the distribution of
which might have entailed episodes of favouritism. If, as the Radio Free Europe note
discussed earlier shows, the general manager of the factory accused Tudor of ‘over-
friendliness’ in his relations to fellow workers, it is plausible that the term stood for
Tudor’s discretionary will to allocate social insurance compensations to close comrades,
perhaps first and foremost to those sharing his passion for motorcycles.

Was Tudor’s case, all anachronisms aside, simply one of petty corruption? Was this
communist locksmith a ‘collaborator’ with a foreign power and its puppet regime?
Or was he rather engaged in some form of resistance, unknowingly sabotaging the
establishment of socialism in the factories, first as an ‘anarcho-syndicalist’ in 1945
and then as a lenient president of the factory committee in 19512 Derived from the
contemporary politics of memory, none of these historiographical categories can
adequately explain the lived experience of people like Tudor Anton.* His life, much
like many other individual trajectories marked by the post-war period in Romania and
Eastern Europe more broadly, would be better served by a critical historiography that
places at its core the notions of individual agency and domination practices. Tudor’s
oscillation between outright rebellion, muted support and full participation in the
relations of power organized by the Communist Party at various points in time would
reveal the panoply of actions that inform practices of domination. Once liberated from
the penchant to classify the recent past in moral terms of victims and heroes, this
historiography would be arguably more open to current concerns about oppression
and the limits of emancipation.

What, then, would this historiographical liberation consist of? First, it would imply
an effort on the part of historians to maintain distance from the demands put on the
profession by various memory entrepreneurs and activists.* Ideally, this effort would
be carried out in a language of scientific inquiry, evidence and explanation that would
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allow historians to reinforce the autonomy of their craft and militate for producing
knowledge of the past that is neither immediately relevant for the public sphere nor
easily appropriated by policymakers. For instance, exploring the dynamics of wages
and prices during the 1950s may seem a topic of research far removed from the public
debates over Romanian Stalinism, but it is no less crucial for understanding the overall
trajectory of that decade.

Secondly, historians’ search for the autonomy of their field of practice would entail
their explicit concern to construe research objects and employ categories of analysis
that do not fit easily within the prevailing narratives of public memory. One such
example would be the Vichy analogy explored in this chapter, but the sheer range of
heteronomous research topics and interpretations imported from the discourse of
public memory into the historiographical field is much larger. Perhaps no other such
topic has been more influential among Romanian historians than the question of ‘anti-
communist resistance, a research agenda formulated outside of the historiographical
field by the outpouring of confessional literature after 1989 and the ensuing emergence
of a landscape of public memory grounded in the glorification of political prisoners.*

Finally, in striving for autonomy vis-a-vis the entrepreneurs of public memory,
historians will not abandon questions of morality altogether or renounce their concern
with retrieving the stories of the victims of the recent past. As Jochen Hellbeck noted,
the lines of division (and dispute) of the historiographical field in post-Soviet Russia
and Eastern Europe will likely be drawn between ‘more or less detached observers,
between those who study the Soviet past from afar and those who personally
experienced Soviet power or live on formerly Soviet soil and therefore have particular
moral and political stakes in coming to terms with the Soviet legacy’* In this context,
it is only the autonomy of the historiographical field that may act as a buffer against
the proximity of these ‘moral and political stakes, thereby securing the modicum of
distance the practice of history writing requires.
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A Case Study of Power Practices:
The Czechoslovak Stalinist Elite at the Regional
Level (1948-1951)

Marian Lozi

This chapter deals with the practices of legitimization and domination that prevailed
in the Czechoslovak Communist Party (Komunisticka strana Ceskoslovenska; KSC)
during the Stalinist period. Chronologically, it is situated between the years 1948
and 1951, at a time when the international and economic situation worsened due
to the heavy pressure exerted by the Soviet Union. This atmosphere gave rise to a
paranoid state of mind within leading party circles. The latter responded with heavy-
handed persecution against individuals and groups of the so-called ‘class enemy’ at
the central level, groups that gradually encompassed ever higher-ranking communist
functionaries. As a consequence, the exercise of domination by the party centre and
patterns of legitimization were significantly weakened.

These complex processes taking place in the centre also had their counterparts
in the periphery at the provincial level of the party structure, namely in regions
[kraje] and districts [okresy]. In this period, approximately 21 regional and 329
district party organizations of unequal size were spread out over the Czechoslovak
territory.! Together, they constituted an intermediary level between party
headquarters and grassroots party cells. This chapter is not primarily concerned
with party regulations or official claims to absolute control. During the Stalinist
period, bureaucratic processes and domination instruments were far from flawless;
in practice, they often proved heavily dysfunctional. Obstacles were not overcome
by systemic procedures, but through the effort of dedicated individuals and
groups in positions of authority. They usually held the most important positions
within local secretariats, either that of head or deputy head party secretary at the
regional level. However, it was their individual attributes, not formal functions
or prerogatives, that were essential for their mode of conduct. Studying these
personalities in various regions and districts, I found a surprising number of
analogous reputations, features and behaviours. I have included them here under
the conjoint term ‘Stalinist regional elite’.
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These so-called elite implemented the central policy in their respective domains
and exercised the day-to-day administrative duties. Their specific power practices
served to concretely implement the Communist Party’s domination. In the eyes
of the local party functionaries, the rank-and-file members and even the society
at large, they were considered to be in charge of practically everything. They built
their own (sinister) reputation, which was much commented upon and criticized by
various individuals and groups from the top to the bottom of the social structure. In
a period of universal scarcity and fear of the next global war, they gradually became
the focal point of an intra-party disgruntlement fomented by the centre’s policy.
Eventually, they were deposed under humiliating conditions and many of them even
suffered repression. Some were in fact accused of belonging to the so-called ‘anti-
state conspiracy centre of former General Secretary Rudolf Slansky’” and convicted
in an infamous show trial or in related court cases. Their role was central to the
instalment and legitimization of a Stalinist dictatorship. They were the first to put
into effect and practice domination in a Stalinist fashion. Regional elite succeeded in
their endeavours despite the unpopularity of Stalinist policies and of being personally
associated with them. Subsequently, they were used as a focus point of popular
resentment and as scapegoats exculpating the structure of the Stalinist dictatorship
they helped establish.

By studying these Stalinist regional elite, we can thus reach a better understanding
of the way the party functioned at the time. The long-established notion of ‘total
control’ that the regime allegedly exercised through an omnipotent party machine
and a conveniently deployed apparatus is, even in the Czechoslovak case, being
gradually challenged. In this new historiography, the party administration is
characterized as being problematic and even malfunctioning.? This is especially
relevant for the Stalinist period, when it was in the process of (slowly) being put
in place. Many local organizations were in a state of complete disarray or simply
dormant,’ while party secretariats lacked even the most basic overview of individual
members.*

In an effort to better understand the true nature of this situation, I decided to switch
scales and to turn from the centre to the periphery, from the systemic to the individual.
My focus in this chapter is not only on the power practices and modes of conduct of
the Stalinist regional elite in relation to the party centre but also on the local population
during this period, including their actions, the context in which they operated and the
latter’s general significance and legitimization of the Stalinist dictatorship. In this way, I
expect to reach a better understanding of the Stalinist dictatorship, its functioning and
its acceptance within the wider public.

I follow three stages in my demonstration. First, I show how the Stalinist regional
elite were perceived by a wide range of social actors. Their speeches and public
statements were by no means neutral, but were the product of various motivations for
whom idealism and the desire to help went hand in hand with fear, an opportunistic
loyalty and particular egoistic interests. In addition, these statements were not
always uniform. There were significant changes over time and noticeable voices of
disagreement. However, at the time of their deposal or shortly thereafter, one mode of
perceiving Stalinist regional elite gradually reached a level of almost absolute approval
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by both the central leadership, lower functionaries and the party rank and file: Stalinist
regional elite were seen as the main culprits of all that was wrong with the system and
universally despised.

This contemporary discourse, shared by both Stalinist regional elite and the people
who tried to depose them, was, at least in intra-party circles, exclusively Stalinist.
Indeed, it included verbal expressions and values such as the ‘intensification of the class
struggle), ‘vigilance) ‘criticism and self-criticism, the ‘leading role of the working class,
‘small dictators, ‘planning), ‘fake populism;, ‘listening to the voices from below’ and so
on. These terms played an essential role in formulating critical statements and voicing
them in intra-party communications. I examine their more general implication for the
legitimacy of the communist dictatorship.

Secondly, I focus on the material aspect of the Stalinist regional elite’s peculiar
reputation, as well as the context in which they operated. I study these elite within
the party hierarchy, in the everyday conditions under which they had to exercise their
duties. This empirical approach is necessary in order to conceive of Stalinist discourse
and its legitimizing potential as a concrete rather than abstract phenomenon. It points
to the domination practices of the Stalinist dictatorship on the regional level and to
their nature and effectiveness.

Finally, I examine how the Stalinist discourse and Stalinist power practices
interacted during one particular process - the deposal of the Stalinist regional elite.
This discourse and these practices were promulgated by the party centre, but they
quickly gained their own dynamics through the participation of various social actors at
the regional level. The result was a significant haemorrhage in the ranks of the Stalinist
regional elite and their almost universal condemnation. As such, it offers a relevant
demonstration of the way the Stalinist dictatorship strived for legitimacy.

The baleful reputation of Stalinist regional elite

In the summer of 1950, Mikula$ Landa, the newly appointed head party secretary of
the industrial region of Usti nad Labem, is said to have visited the small mining town
of Duchcov, which belonged to his administrative domain. As the story goes, instead
of making a grand official entry, Landa disguised himself as a simple coal miner. With
the rest of his temporary co-workers he then descended into the mines and worked a
shift. When finished, he revealed his true identity, convened local functionaries and
mercilessly berated the mine’s deputy director in front of this audience as ‘a slob, a
Menshevik and a pimp. The other functionaries were rebuked as ‘idlers. Landa’s
unexpected visit left the officials of Duchcov both perplexed and horrified. It was an
experience to be remembered.®

This story, recounted by a local official, was just one example among many to
show the arbitrariness of Mikuld$§ Landa’s power practices, his dictatorial leanings,
his disregard for proper conduct and his tendency to populist behaviour. Together,
these elements represent the three facets of the negative reputation widely enjoyed by
the Stalinist regional elite. I will describe them in turn and interpret their meaning
regarding the legitimizing potential of Stalinist discourse.
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First facet: The dictatorial practices of the regional Stalinist elite

Accusations of dictatorial conduct were quite common at the time. In fact, the recourse
to dictatorship was presented as the main offence of the Stalinist regional elite, whether
by lowly local functionaries or by powerful party dignitaries. General Secretary Rudolf
Slansky himself complained at the 9th Czechoslovak Communist Party Congress in
May 1949 that ‘communists in various departments abuse their function in order to
assume the authority to dictate and boss people around’®

Stalinist regional elite were indeed criticized for resorting to various forms of
dubious behaviour. They were allegedly prone to verbal abuse, including insults and
threats. For instance, the head secretary of the Brno region, Otto Sling, was confronted
in 1949 with a shortage of fodder for pigs and then with the subsequent killing of
starving herds in the Znojmo district. His reaction was, according to delegates from
the affected area, the following: ‘he banged his fist on the table, threatened to send in
the militia and green Antons [i.e. police cars], which he would drive in person and
then arrest everybody’’

The Stalinist regional elite were also accused of not choosing their direct subordinates
within the ranks of respected functionaries in the assigned regions, hiring instead their
personal followers who lacked any local legitimacy. Josef Stavinoha illustrates this trait.
After he was transferred from Ostrava and appointed head secretary of the Olomouc
region in spring 1948, Stavinoha supposedly brought in his original ‘friends and
collaborators™ and rewarded them with key positions in the regional party secretariat,
thus disregarding candidates with local roots. The local candidates were the most
affected and the most critical of these appointments.

Understandably, the relationship between these Stalinist elite and the local
communist functionaries was also described as being quite strained. The deputy head
secretary of the Pardubice region, Jiti Kotrch, was evaluated as being particularly
aggressive in this regard. When visiting Vysoké Myto, he reportedly forced the local
head secretary and pre-war party member Franti$ek Bartheldy to resign under
humiliating conditions.” He then engaged in a particularly acrimonious conflict with
the old comrade Pavla Simonkovd. Their incessant quarrels in the regional bureau were
so heated that she wanted to resign from her party functions, fearing that otherwise
she would be fired from office under humiliating circumstances.

Otto Sling was seen as being very malicious in this regard. He was blamed for
denouncing one of his opponents, Bohumil Ubr - another local communist and
member of the Brno regional bureau - as an ‘enemy of the Party’ and for ordering the
wiretapping of his phone."

The Stalinist elite were perceived not only as ruthless dictators but also as
individuals driven by their own interest, unbound by their belonging to the party
administrative structure or their subordination to party headquarters. Their power
practice was deemed unacceptable by the highest leadership of the party, as well as
by party rank and file. It was considered brutal, vindictive and unpredictable. This
criticism reflected the official discourse of the Stalinist period. The strong emphasis on
‘comradely behaviour’ and the detailed planning of actions were some of its important
tenets, in direct opposition to strong-arm and haphazard dealings. This posed an
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interesting contradiction in that Stalinist regional elite were blamed for not living up to
Stalinist standards: acceptance of the latter enabled the criticism of the former. Stalinist
language was not only for the rulers but also for the ruled.

Second facet: A personalized exercise of power

This last point can be taken further. Stalinist elite were indeed also accused of blatantly
disregarding established traditions and party rules. They allegedly dismissed the
customary visits, demands and grievances addressed to regional headquarters and
secretaries. For instance, Hanu§ Lomsky, head secretary of the Plzen region, is reported
to have reacted in the following way when a group of party members visited him, armed
with complaints from local organizations, duly signed and stamped: ‘T could not care
less about stamps.** Stalinist elite were thus charged with circumventing explicit party
statutes. This happened, for instance, with Rizena Dubov4, head of the organizational
department of the Brno region and closest collaborator of Otto Sling. She was accused
of instructing the screening committees to expel any unworthy member and to seize
their party card. This provoked open criticism, insofar as only primary organizations
were allowed to expel party members. Unimpressed by the commotion, RiZena
Dubova bluntly stated: ‘committees are allowed to seize Party cards, because they work
with the authorization of the superior Party instances.'? Regional Stalinist elite were
dismissive not only of lower party members but also of the very traditions and rules
of the party.

The temerity of the Stalinist regional elite did not stop there. In some instances,
they were charged with belittling the pinnacle of the party leadership, the chairman of
the Czechoslovak Communist Party and president of the Republic, Klement Gottwald.
This was considered a particularly severe offence. By the beginning of the 1950s,
Gottwald’s official cult had reached immense proportions. He was frequently quoted
in papers and on the radio, and the biggest industrial enterprises were named after
him. Even an entire town, the South Moravian city of Zlin, was renamed Gottwaldov
after him. Gottwald’s status is best summed up by the contemporary chant ‘Stalin -
Gottwald - Peace’”?

It was therefore considered shocking when the head secretary of the Tachov district,
FrantiSek Matha, explained to party members awaiting admission into his office that
he never let visitors in while working, since ‘when I am in session, not even Gottwald
is allowed to disturb me’** But the worst accusation once again concerned Mikulas
Landa. He sent a celebratory telegram to President Gottwald in which he falsified
details about the number of agricultural products bought from peasants. To party
functionaries confronting him about the matter, Landa supposedly declared: ‘It is not
a sin to deceive Comrade Gottwald if it mobilizes the people.’® To the alleged sins of
Stalinist regional elite was thus added yet another important charge: a strong disregard
for established central authority and its leadership.

The Stalinist regional elite were also accused of ideological heresy. They allegedly
ignored the ongoing class war against former exploiters and were willing to collaborate
with individuals endowed with doctrinally problematic backgrounds. They even
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made them members of their immediate entourage. This was the case of Otto Sling.
While implementing his agricultural policy, he relied on the Kuthan brothers, two
former landowners who were later denounced as ‘representatives of the capitalist
order’ and as ‘typical exploiters’’® In the industrial sector, one of his collaborators
was FrantiSek Ry$anek, who had previously worked in the Bata enterprises and
practised as an independent businessman. Sling appointed him director of a large
construction conglomerate that was established through the merger of 109 companies
and that employed approximately 5,000 people.”” He was even accused of establishing
a veritable bond of partnership with Ry$anek. When the latter was arrested by State
Security for the charges of theft and harassing employees, an infuriated Sling obtained
his release. He apologized to him and appointed him back to his directorial position.'®
Sling was simply protecting his trusted aide. However, in the heated atmosphere of
the ‘intensification of the class struggle’ it fostered the suspicion that he was in fact
covertly defending class enemies. Allegations of this sort were typical of many Stalinist
regional elite.

Finally, these elite were blamed for immoral and outright criminal conduct by
enriching themselves through graft and theft. The Olomouc head secretary, Josef
Stavinoha, was accused of buying an expensive car for a fraction of its price, under
the pretext that it was in desperate need of repair.’” Deputy head of the regional
secretary in Brno Rtzena Dubova supposedly obtained a luxurious automobile by
sending its previous owner to a forced labour camp under a fabricated pretext.?
Accusations and gossip related to cars were numerous at the time. Stalinist regional
elite supposedly used their expensive vehicles to visit each other in their residences
and wine houses, in whose cellars they spent many alcohol-fuelled nights. In the
Brno region, a rumour circulated that ‘comrades (were) driving their Tatraplan
[high-class automobile reserved for privileged party and state functionaries]
right into the cellars’?! It is not surprising that these allegations were a cause of
special outrage among the population, given the state of universal shortage and
deprivation.

All these allegations had one important element in common: they served to
prove that Stalinist regional elite were trampling over everyone and everything that
safeguarded what was deemed the proper manner of exercising domination. They
were portrayed as something contradictory to established communist values, at
once completely detached from proper norms of governance, yet holding almost
diabolical power. This once again points to the binary structure of the Stalinist
discourse, to the juxtaposition of Stalinist tenets and Stalinist elite. Many of the
accusations were undoubtedly inspired by older, traditional values. This goes
especially for customary gossip about stealing and self-indulgent ruling classes.
However, they were still completely in accordance with Stalinist discourse, which
was far from being alien to the Czechoslovak cultural context. In fact, it possessed
more than one appealing aspect to disgruntled social actors who in turn filled
their critical speeches and utterances with normative terms from its vocabulary.
A Stalinist way of thinking thus permeated spaces of communication and became
crucial in deciding what was legitimate and what was not, including Stalinist
regional elite themselves.
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Third facet: Populism at the regional level

A more peculiar variety of accusations against Stalinist regional elite concerned their
so-called populism. They were blamed for bypassing proper mediatory channels of
party administrative structure in order to establish themselves personally. Let us
consider again the story of Mikuld$ Landa’s visit to the coal mines. Landa supposedly
went down to work with the miners and then sharply criticized their superiors. It is
not difficult to figure out why this stunt caused indignation among local functionaries:
their leadership was usurped by a higher authority which they rightly deemed to be
offensive. Their status, as a result, was significantly demeaned.

The individual who went the furthest in this respect was once again Otto Sling.
Znojmo district functionaries complained that Sling, as head of a regional screening
commission, visited their city and oversaw a large-scale review of leading district
functionaries. It was not a secret procedure; on the contrary, the whole operation
was carried out publicly. “The screening was attended by 700 to 1,000 Party members
daily and in the first days even by non-members and candidates of the Party ... many
functionaries from local and factory organizations [stated] that they watched it with
great interest and that deemed it more entertaining than a theatre play.?? In front of this
audience, Otto Sling and his collaborators posed district dignitaries blunt questions
like ‘People say that you are a womanizer. Is it true?” or ‘Did comrade Vala bribe you
with salami?’?

Charges of populism are significantly different from previous allegations of
dictatorial leanings and improper conduct. For example, it is difficult to believe that
populist tendencies, in their attempt to be liked by the people, would be seen as
something negative. The head regional secretary in Olomouc, Franti$ek RezniZek, was,
for instance, praised for his visit to the Lipnik factory, where he allegedly displayed a
friendly attitude towards the local workers.? Strikingly enough, this praise was carried
out by one of the factory’s employees during a session of the regional committee where
Reznicek faced harsh criticism from Alexej Cepicka, the minister of defence who was
also Klement Gottwald’s son-in-law.® This scene has some interesting implications.
For one, it proves that remarks about Stalinist regional elite could also be approbatory
and positive. Of course, such remarks were in the minority, but they do offer a different
perspective and show these elite to be caring champions of the people. On a more
analytical level, the remarks point to the complexity of the contemporary discourse.
In this case, one particular social actor used one of its core elements - highlighting
the working-class status of a regional functionary - in order to defend him against the
party centre. Far from being a simple tool for creating obedient subjects, the Stalinist
discourse could become disruptive for the highest party leadership through an
unchecked hierarchical flow of power. The relative importance of individual members
(or groups) was not determined solely by their position within the administrative
structure but also by their ability to speak the Stalinist language. This fact highlights
the role of the party organism as a space of communication, where everybody - if
respecting inviolable general rules — was able to present their complaints and to pass
judgement.
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Nevertheless, the predominant view of Stalinist regional elite was one of arbitrary
despots with an insatiable appetite for power. They were not averse to coercion, abuse,
demagogy or even criminal activities. On their rise to power, they viewed the complex
social fabric of the local level as two evenly manipulable strata: the functionaries as
prone to being intimidated by bullying; the common people as prone to being seduced
by populism. This two-sided approach was to serve as their general strategy. The result
seemed to be universal hatred against them displayed by each of the concerned groups.
Stalinist regional elite also exhibited a surprisinglevel of independence from the national
party headquarters, which was reflected in their blasphemous statements regarding
the highest leadership. Pushed to its extreme, this vision portrays Czechoslovakia as a
loose conglomerate of autonomous local dictatorships, each controlled by a dictator or
a group of dictators interested only in pushing their own particular agendas.

Fortunately for the Stalinist Party leadership, the legitimacy of the Stalinist
discourse was not based solely on the perception of its regional elite. As noted earlier,
the criticism of these regional elite was also articulated using values and expressions
of the Stalinist discourse. These were shared throughout the party structure - by the
central leadership, local functionaries and rank-and-file members. It is of course more
difficult to assess what the rest of the population might have thought of the situation.
It would be an exaggeration to claim that the rest of society was pervaded with the
Stalinist discourse to the same degree as communists.

However, it would be equally preposterous to pretend that these two were separated
by an impenetrable barrier. The KSC was a mass party in the truest sense of the word. Tt
was the largest Communist Party per capita in the whole Eastern Bloc. Historian Michel
Christian has pointed out that this was not primarily due to mass recruitment among civil
servants, but thanks to a distinctive implantation within the working class and to a lesser
extent also in the countryside.? Therefore, the majority of the party members were simple
workers and they faced the same worries as non-party members. They met with each other
regularly and exchanged opinions. It is only logical that in this manner - a considerably
more effective one than official means of propaganda -Stalinist discourse spread within
the general population and exerted an indirect influence on popular opinion. Ordinary
people and party members doubtlessly despised Stalinist regional elite equally.

Another important aspect of the Stalinist discourse is that the negative judgements
regarding individual representatives of the system in no way hampered the belief in the
system itself. This highlights one important aspect of the Stalinist discourse: its ability
to transform potentially systemic criticism into a personal one. This is why the practice
of scapegoating, classically associated with Stalinism, was so successful. In its ability
to personalize blame, the contemporary discourse served as one of the main grounds
for sanctioning the Stalinist dictatorship and the highest party leadership. Stalinist
regional elite practised the same strategy, for a time with a modicum of success. Alas,
their presence in the regional context was too visible to enable them to permanently
shift the blame onto someone else (ideally their subordinates). Scapegoating was not
an abstract undertaking, but was to a certain extent related to material reality. That
partly explains why it in turn also hit (most notably in the personality of General
Secretary Rudolf Slansky) the party centre. Extreme personalization of blame tends to
ascend hierarchically, however.
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Difficulties in exercising dictatorship

In this section I analyse why the Stalinist regional elite were so widely hated.
This might appear unnecessary (given what I have described earlier), but one
must be careful when evaluating accusations raised during the Stalinist period.
By way of example, social actors turning on Stalinist regional elite pursued their
own particular interests. They were either defending their position or seeking
advantages. We must also bear in mind that by the spring of 1951, criticizing these
elite was considered not only officially acceptable but even a desirable mode of
conduct. So we cannot take these allegations at face value, even though to dismiss
them completely would also be a mistake. Stalinist regional elite were criticized
long before it was considered acceptable, and the charges were surprisingly similar
throughout Czechoslovakia.

Yet the contemporary representation of Stalinist regional elite as villainous dictators
capable of massive abuses of power was not always fair, nor indeed, in certain aspects,
accurate. First, they were not independent authorities. They were selected by higher
instances and, if considered unfit for their position, they were removed in the same
manner. Absolute control over appointees was an established prerogative of the party
centre, and it was never seriously contested at the time.

How can we thus reconcile the popular belief that Stalinist regional elite acted
exclusively on their own initiative within their administrative prerogatives? I suggest
that a more nuanced interpretation might be in order. The appointment of Josef
Stavinoha to the party secretariat of the Olomouc region is a case in point. This
decision, reached among the top party leadership, was considered normal at the time.
It was Marie Svermova, the general secretary’s deputy, who offered Stavinoha his
new function. And it was General Secretary Rudolf Slansky himself who persuaded
Stavinoha to take it. Yet, seen from Olomouc, the situation looked rather different.
Apparently, Josef Zuzandak, who was then regional political secretary, knew nothing
of the transition. He refused to give Stavinoha any work and did not invite him to
the sessions of the secretariat. It was a desperate Stavinoha, acting alone, who visited
local enterprises and talked to the workers. It was only with great effort and the
help of other employees of the secretariat that Stavinoha was finally able to establish
himself.?’

This example enables us to reconcile the apparent contradiction described earlier.
The party centre evidently applied its prerogative to choose important regional
functionaries. Yet it was Stavinoha himself who had to imbue his appointment with
real meaning. I daresay that had he failed to do so the party headquarters would have
deemed him incapable and replaced him with someone else. This shows the complexity
of the relationship between the centre and the periphery and the importance of
individual agency. The central leadership was clearly not exercising absolute control
over its subjects. Stalinist regional elite, even those who accepted their subordinate
position, had to behave and assert themselves independently if they wished to succeed.
Simple deference to the party headquarters was not in itself sufficient. It is therefore
clear that the Stalinist dictatorship relied to a certain degree on autonomy and personal
practices of domination by its so-called elite.
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This does not mean that Stalinist regional elite were left completely without
guidance from the party hierarchy. For instance, the deputy head secretary of the
Pardubice region, Jiti Kotrch, often informally met with the Central Instructor Marie
Splichalov4 and on a few occasions even accompanied her back to Prague.?® Deputy
General Secretary Marie Svermové was also very active. She received selected regional
secretaries on multiple occasions — Otto Sling and Mikula$ Landa, to name but a few
- at her residence. When Svermova was already under investigation by the State
Security and publicly vilified, the head secretary of the Kraslice district, Frantisek
Machalek, defended her at a Karlovy Vary regional committee session. He stated:
‘Svermova touchingly took care of, and nurtured, head secretaries, she invited them
into her apartment’*® He juxtaposed her sustained attention with the lack of interest
demonstrated by the Party Central Committee.

This does not mean that Svermové — as one of the main charges brought against
her claimed - created a faction hostile to the official leadership. That would have been
impossible to carry out and it would certainly have never crossed Svermovas mind.”!

Nevertheless, she apparently discussed with head regional secretaries vital policy
issues and how to implement them. These encounters shared the characteristic of
being conducted in an informal setting; they were strictly confidential and based on
personal relations. It follows that Stalinist regional elite did not operate as independent
figures, but rather considered themselves as essential players in the party networks.
They behaved accordingly. If we wish to understand the true nature of the power
structure, this context is of utmost importance. It demonstrates the extent to which
relationships between central and peripheral actors were personal, thus pointing to the
strong personal nature of the Stalinist dictatorship.

The second element which is important to consider is that the Stalinist regional elite
had to work with mostly deficient subordinates. The reports dispatched by regional
party headquarters lament both the quantitative and qualitative insufficiencies of the
administrative personnel in the party. The latter’s fluctuation was enormous. In district
commiittees and apparatuses elected in the spring of 1950, half of the members and
functionaries were newly appointed.®? This tendency was even more pronounced at the
regional level. No less than four-fifths of the regional committee members were replaced
during the spring of 1951.% In regional apparatuses, the average employee lasted in an
appointed function less than one year* The agricultural department in the Pardubice
region is a particularly striking case: in the summer of 1951, almost 90 per cent of its officials
operating in political functions had to be dismissed because of their incompetence.”

With such a failure rate, it was only logical that the few who actually succeeded
were overwhelmed with work. Even under Stalinism, competence had to count for
something. It was not uncommon for one person to hold five and even ten different
positions. The district functionary Jan Dluho$ complained bitterly during a screening
in the Ostrava region in 1950 that ‘he is so overwhelmed by all his positions (eighteen
in total) that he cannot sufficiently concentrate on his work as a school and cultural
officer ... he is overburdened with functions which are related to each other. He is
not satisfied with his work performance, because he cannot devote to it as much time
as would be necessary’** Dluho$ was just one among many. Understaffing and work
overload were two typical burdens in regional secretariats.
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It was under these conditions that the latter were supposed to engage in large building
and agrarian projects that were to define the whole era. The Stalinist period was a
period of intense industrialization and collectivization of agriculture, processes which
were to literally transform the whole of society. Stalinist regional elite were endowed
with the power to lead these megalomaniac endeavours. They were also required to
supervise the construction of giant industrial enterprises, inspect grain requisitions
as well as initiate the establishment of state-directed agricultural cooperatives, all
with the help of the meagre administrative resources described earlier. The resulting
discrepancy between ambitious tasks and the inadequate means to fulfil them was an
ever-present phenomenon and a constant cause for concern.

Violence as a sign of weakness

This incongruity vividly manifested itself in the so-called Bilina incident during
the 1950 harvest season. The head secretary of the Bilina district, Jaromir Tichy,
decreed a universal labour duty and the absolute prohibition of alcohol in the entire
area. In effect, ‘every able man aged between 16 and 55 and every woman between
18 and 45, living or settled in the villages of the Bilina district ... were required to
show up every day at 6 am ... [to] take their part in the harvest.*” At the same time,
it was prohibited to dispense alcohol in every bar or inn.*® The failure to comply
with this ordinance was punishable by a fine of 100,000 crowns or by a three-
month imprisonment.* The aim of the decree was simple: to accomplish a ‘speedy
completion of the harvest.*

At first glance, such an order may appear like the expression of a purely dictatorial
mind. In effect it was reprimanded and quickly revoked by the superior regional
organization of Usti nad Labem — headed at the time by Mikuld§ Landa.*' Secretary
Tichy seemingly behaved like a ruthless despot, who viewed the local population
as little more than disenfranchized serfs, enslaved to do his bidding. However, the
situation was in fact more complex, insofar as the Bilina district secretariat was a sad
sight to behold. With inexperienced staff (two head instructors and one personnel
administrator were appointed only two weeks previously) and long left on its own
without instructions, it struggled even to function.*?

In these circumstances, an order that came from above to finish the harvest
to counter what the office deemed an ‘unacceptable deadline’ proved to be the last
blow.* The district functionaries strained themselves to the fullest in their attempt to
accomplish this impossible mission. Yet the task ahead was too ambitious and the level
of disorganization too high. The so-called ‘volunteers, who were mostly workers sent
from the city to help in the countryside for the duration of the harvest, were completely
useless. They ‘were stopping at the pubs, where they remained instead of working’*
Under these conditions, Secretary Tichy and his subordinates feared a complete
failure, with severe repercussions for them. That is the context in which they decided
to issue the fateful decree. It was not meant to exhibit their arbitrary power, but instead
as a desperate measure to fulfil the central goals of the movement. It demonstrates
that Stalinist elite were not necessarily driven by caprice or by the sense of their own
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omnipotence, but by arduous circumstances. Perceiving their position as volatile and
the local society as recalcitrant, they acted accordingly.

This case is highly instructive for a proper understanding of how Stalinist
dictatorship operated on the periphery. It would be pointless to deny its oppressive,
even criminal nature. But the application of repressive practices was not always a sign
of total control. Historian Muriel Blaive demonstrated that the scale of persecution in
Czechoslovakia was by no means unique and cannot explain the long-term stability of
the system.* I would add that on the periphery, the erratic and desperate nature of the
repression paradoxically serves to demonstrate the weakness of a Stalinist dictatorship
that maintained its domination on the regional and district levels through ad hoc
procedures and haphazard violence.

The fall of the regional Stalinist elite

In this chapter’s first section, I argued that the Stalinist discourse achieved a high level
of acceptance among party functionaries, rank-and-file members and even society at
large. In the second section, I pointed to the fact that the Stalinist dictatorship, in its
show of domination was, at the periphery, rather fragile. In this third section, I show
how these phenomena intersected and determined the legitimacy of the system during
one particular chain of events, the fall of the Stalinist regional elite.

This process reached nationwide proportions with the deposition of Otto Sling,
head secretary of the Brno region, in the fall of 1950. He was arrested by the State
Security and branded a traitor. His denouncement was indubitably prepared in
party headquarters, but initiated and accelerated by several party organizations in
Sling’s former administrative domain.* This process reflects the binary nature of the
procedure, where both centre and periphery (regional actors) played an important
role.

A critical period followed during which Stalinist regional elite faced harsh criticism
and a rapid downfall. In retrospect it is quite fascinating to observe that they had
initiated this process themselves, for it was they who related the Sling case to the state
of affairs in their respective administrative domains.”” The conduct of the Plzen head
secretary, Hanu$ Lomsky, was in this respect exemplary. At the October 1950 session
of his regional committee, Lomsky spoke extensively of Sling’s ‘dictatorial methods’*®
He even used this opportunity to address deficiencies in his own administrative
domain and criticized the ‘absence of team spirit in the decision-making process,
‘overlooking voices from below’ [ignoring complaints from party rank-and-file] and
the ‘suppression of criticism’* By resorting to typical phrases of the Stalinist discourse,
Lomsky undoubtedly hoped to get the approval of the party centre and sought to
strengthen his own position within the regional organization. In the beginning it
worked, and his speech was universally approved by the meeting’s attendees.

However, the position of the Stalinist regional elite was fast deteriorating. During
the winter and spring of 1951, they were flooded by a wave of criticism, as noted in the
first section. At first, they naturally tried to defend themselves in partial admissions
of guilt and vile attacks on already-fallen colleagues, emphasizing disputes they
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allegedly had with them in the past. For instance, the Ostrava head secretary, Vitézslav
Fuchs, claimed that he had experienced his first clash with Otto Sling as early as in
1939.% Fuchs was thus trying to neutralize potentially dangerous liaisons that bound
him to a would-be ‘enemy of the people. It did not work. Stalinist elite became the
universal scapegoat for everything wrong in the system, and while some were already
interrogated in the prisons of State Security, others resorted to anxious professions of
faith or self-flagellation. Their despair was best summarized by the self-deprecation
professed by deposed head secretary of the Pardubice region, Frantisek Jicinsky: ‘T
never should have been Head Secretary ... I was not good enough ... I know that I
am a bad communist’®! The fall of Stalinist regional elite was by no means a gentle
procedure.

The party centre played an essential role in the matter. It disseminated official
vocabulary and interpretations that were frankly hostile to these regional elite. The
highest party leaders attacked them personally, as did officials sent from the centre to
the periphery. If we also take into account the sinister task undertaken by State Security,
it appears that the centre stood out as the only decisive force. Yet the contribution of
regional actors should not be overlooked. The comparison between the depositions of
Stalinist regional elite in two regions, Plzent and Olomouc, is revealing in this respect.
In Plzen, the procedure was extensive and brutal. Local functionaries and party rank
and file were not satisfied with Hanu$ Lomsky’s mere arrest. They attacked several of his
collaborators. In the end, no fewer than five members of the regional presidium, two
employees of the secretariat and one member of the national parliament were ousted
from their positions.” In Olomouc, on the other hand, the situation was completely
different. Far from attacking the head regional secretary Frantidek Reznicek, local
actors actually defended him.” He was eventually deposed anyway, but he was the
only one in the regional power circles who met this fate. Without regional support, the
campaign against the Stalinist elite lost its dynamic, which in turn reduced its impact.

With a few exceptions, the fall of Stalinist regional elite was a nationwide process in
which a comprehensive range of social actors took part. It was generally perceived as a
beneficial endeavour that purified the party. The indictment of Stalinist elite provided
an explanation for the dire economic situation, the abhorrent power practices on the
periphery and a general feeling of helplessness among party members. It provided an
opportunity for individual voices to be heard. Finally, it offered an intelligible solution
to accumulated problems strictly based on an individual, non-systemic basis. As
such, the deposition of hated regional elite provided the Stalinist dictatorship with
a significant source of legitimacy, a circumstance that was repeatedly recalled, for
example, during the regional conferences of June 1951.

Most importantly, during the infamous Slansky show trial in November 1952,
several fallen Stalinist regional elite appeared as co-defendants or witnesses, or their
names were mentioned. This shows that the fall of these elite and the preparations of
large-scale show trials of prominent communists were part of the same scapegoating
technique. Its message was poignantly described by historian Peter Meyer: ‘Not the
party and the government, but wilful distorters of its policies, acting in the interest of
expropriated capitalist and foreign imperialists, were guilty of the prevailing misery
and oppression.** At the same time, the presence of Stalinist regional elite during the
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Slansky trial undoubtedly provided the whole undertaking with additional credibility.
It would be an exaggeration to claim that their presence was the exclusive source of
legitimacy for the trial but it did play an important role, especially on the regional
level. The same applies for the system in general and its modus operandi. Instead of
relying on pure administrative violence, the Stalinist dictatorship was able to generate
consensus and obtain the necessary approval of the public. By punishing the Stalinist
regional elite, the Stalinist central leadership was granted a relatively favourable
popular opinion.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have focused on three specific topics regarding Stalinist regional elite
and their overall significance on the practices of domination and approval in the early
communist dictatorship. First, I focused on the negative reputation of the elite with
its three main aspects: criticism of dictatorial tendencies, selfish individualism and
populism. I pointed out that these condemnatory judgements were expressed almost
exclusively in terms of contemporary Stalinist discourse. The interpretation I offered
for this apparent discrepancy stressed the importance of the discourse itself, which
enabled regional actors to voice their discontent while still adhering to principal
Stalinist values. At the same time, it was beneficial for the system since it explained
deficiencies in strictly individual, non-systemic categories. This explains why the
practice of scapegoating, so typical of the Stalinist dictatorship, functioned and even
served as an instrument of popular approval.

In the second section, I focused on the sources of the universal disapproval suffered
by Stalinist regional elite in the context of their rule. Stalinist elite clearly did not
establish a firmly grounded, elaborate system of domination over their constituents.
Theirs was more a body of ad hoc practices inspired by situational needs, as a result
of the overall chaos that existed at the time. They were to implement a revolutionary
transformation of both agriculture and industry, which was a distinct feature of
Stalinist policy, while lacking basic administrative or organizational instruments. The
result was pervasive anarchy and violence. It shows the discrepancy between the aims
of the system and its resources, while revealing a general weakness of the Stalinist
dictatorship in its everyday domination practices.

Finally, I studied the fall of the Stalinist regional elite. This demise was a joint
endeavour of the party centre and of competing regional actors, giving the whole
procedure nationwide proportions. The two groups were linked by a common use
of the Stalinist discourse, which undoubtedly restored impaired ties between them
and provided the system with a much-needed legitimacy. We can thus claim that
the Stalinist dictatorship was not entirely based on violence and oppression. While
violence and oppression were undoubtedly present and terrifying, instead of causing
submission they produced resentment. The violence resorted to by Stalinist regional
elite against local actors was almost universally hated and rejected.

On the other hand, the violence used against Stalinist elite won a significant amount
of approval. But it is to be noted that it was a request from the social actors from
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below. It leads us to the general conclusion that what was essential for the functioning
of the Stalinist dictatorship was its ability to achieve legitimacy rather than its ability
to achieve violence per se. This legitimacy was reached mainly thanks to the Stalinist
discourse, which provided various actors with instruments for voicing critical
judgements of their immediate oppressors. At the same time, it conveniently rendered
their actions strictly systemic. Social actors from below might occasionally criticize
certain decisions or particular members of central institutions; however, this criticism
was viewed as a safeguard and as the main source of a much-anticipated remedy. It
was one of the key reasons why the Stalinist dictatorship in Czechoslovakia, however
deficient and oppressive, never faced the serious threat of its own downfall and even
enjoyed a marked level of popular support.
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Policing the Police: The ‘Instructor Group and the
Stalinization of the Czechoslovak Secret Police
(1948-1951)

Molly Pucci

On 12 April 1949, the instructor group, an elite counterintelligence unit, met to
discuss problems communist leaders were facing in regional secret police offices. So
far, few offices were acting on orders from Prague to establish surveillance networks on
foreigners and the church, the two main targets of security operations.’ Of concern was
the outcome of the ‘isolation campaign’ [akce isolace], a Communist Party initiative
in January 1949 to root out Western influence in Czechoslovakia through arrests,
intimidation and surveillance operations.> So far, Prague had received no information
on the campaign from most regional offices and only a little from three offices. The
instructors were told to ‘get the campaign in motion>’

This meeting gives an unfamiliar picture of the Czechoslovak secret police force
(StB) in 1949 that brings into question our common perception of StB officials as
radical, uncompromising pursuers of the party’s will. Judging by the discussions of
the instructor group - a unit dispatched from the centre to ensure that lower-level
offices carried out orders - this lack of compliance was less a question of resistance
than of officials’ tendency to ignore or react passively to orders from above. After the
instructors toured regional and district StB offices between 1948 and 1949, the group
discussed how those had evolved after the communist takeover in February 1948.
When viewed from above, they ranged from zealous pursuers of the party line to
shirkers of official duties.

The instructor group has largely been overlooked in the historical literature on
the StB and early Stalinist era in Czechoslovakia. Studies of the establishment of
communism focus largely on either the takeover of power in February 1948 or the
show trials of prominent party officials in the 1950s. Most accounts of both eras are
still written ‘from above’* Recently, scholars have begun to combine social and political
history to explore how the Czechoslovak Communist Party (KSC) rallied support
from below, mapped onto local societies and drew on personal networks in their first
years in power.” But there are as yet few studies of the ‘intermediaries, the agents who
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moved information between the highest and lowest levels of the communist state
administration.®

Likewise, there have been few studies of the aftermath of February 1948 - the
disorder and chaos that the ‘revolution’ left behind. The date of the instructor meeting
that opens this chapter, April 1949, signified in this sense a turning point in the history
of the forces before the communists began to replace old officials and train new ones
from the ‘working class. Even after the old officials were replaced, the compliance
of lower-level StB offices with central orders was still dependent on local initiative.
During the internal party terror in the early 1950s, instructors reported that central
orders to build departments in order to root out Zionists, Trotskyites or bourgeoisie
nationalists - the key divisions associated with the trial of Rudolf Slansky in November
1952 — were met with incomprehension and stalling in some regional offices.” This is
a surprising observation in the institution that was supposedly an ‘instrument of the
class struggle’ and whose members had been selected from the most fervent supporters
of the new regime.

Most studies of the StB focus on either its organizational structure® or the biographies
of its most prominent officials.” While historians, particularly those of the GDR, have
begun to ask how secret police networks mapped onto local social networks, few
have asked how the secret police incorporated and collected social feedback from an
institutional perspective.’’ The instructors were, among other things, a way for the
state to gather such feedback on how and whether policies had been implemented
on the ground. Their reports from 1948 do not celebrate the successes or official
narrative of the revolution. They contain sober reflections on its chaotic aftermath.
It is unsurprising that historians have not studied this unit since the activities of the
instructors were hidden from the public eye and appeared in no newspapers from
the time. The instructors did not trumpet their actions from the rooftops, as Action
Committees did after February 1948 or party newspapers did during the show trials of
the 1950s."" According to the official instructions of the group, their task was to ‘make
suggestions and ‘advise’ local offices, verbs that understated their importance.”? And yet,
in the Stalinist system, small groups of agents often had considerable (and frequently
temporary) power to make changes outside of the public eye.” In Czechoslovakia, they
were as central to the story of the consolidation of communist power as the figures on
the front page of Rudé prdvo, the party daily.

In this chapter, I tell the story of the Stalinization of the StB in four section. First, I
explore the evolution of the StB prior to the 1948 takeover. I argue that the communists
did not have a monopoly on power in these structures before the takeover. Second, I
examine the impact of the revolution on the StB and the corruption and disorganization
in the institution that 1948 left behind. Third, I examine how communist leaders
created the instructor group to collect information on and reorganize lower-level
offices. Fourth, I provide a study of their notes, reports and discussions on the case of
one regional office, the office of Liberec, between the end of 1948 and the middle of
1951 to explore how these changes were implemented in the Stalinist era.

Throughout, I argue that the communists’ road to power was hardly as planned
as totalitarian theorists often assumed and in fact it involved the participation of a
considerable number of social actors. I also show how key campaigns were met with
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indifference and confusion outside of Prague. The show trial of General Secretary
Rudolf Sldnsky in November 1952, moreover, was hardly met with a uniform reaction
in the security force. It was pushed forward by members of the instructor group who
had spent the past year helping to remake the StB into a Stalinist police force and who
themselves would rise as a result of their participation in the investigations for the trial.

Documenting Stalinism

As Thomas Lindenberger has written of the People’s Police (Volkspolizei) in the GDR,
it is impossible to fully understand the communist state by only examining the texts of
the central government. Documents were continually reformulated on their way to the
desks of party leaders in Prague or Berlin. Police documents convey not only the ‘truth’
but also a mix of ‘concealment and dramatization, mundane stocktaking and paranoid
fixations, routine and improvisation, and varied methods of writing and behaving’'*

Instructors, who moved information from above to below, provide an alternative
source of information on the internal workings of communist states. There were
instructor groups in Poland and East Germany as well, suggesting their role in Soviet-
style states more generally.”® Because they worked outside the public eye, instructor
reports contained surprisingly frank assessments on the limitations of communist
power and the state’s internal problems, including officials’ lack of compliance,
interpersonal struggles or incompetence. They discussed issues such as torture in StB
offices,'® corruption and theft by state officials’” and the shortcomings of communist
surveillance networks.”® Their knowledge of these issues was based on personal
observations they made after travelling to regional and district offices to study their
activities and converse with local officials.

In Czechoslovakia, all instructors were trained operative agents. Several had been
recruited from the field of counterintelligence. Counterintelligence officers did not
assume that StB agents complied with orders out of ideological belief. They suspected
that local agents covered up information, provided self-interested truths and hoarded
resources for their own use. Since many instructors had been recruited from the
working class, their files evinced prejudice towards older members of the forces, many
of whom had been trained in the police forces of the First Czechoslovak Republic.
This chapter draws on their reports from the period starting in 1948 to examine the
messiness and disorganization that characterized the first years of the communist state
in Czechoslovakia.

The StB before February 1948

Most accounts of the Czechoslovak takeover assume that the communists already
controlled the secret police force in February 1948."° The communists, the argument
goes, established a monopoly on key positions in the institution during the National
Front era (1945-1948), including the position of minister of the interior. This picture
overestimates communist control over the StB in February 1948 as well as the centrality
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of the StB to the takeover. Of course, as early as 1945, communist leaders did aim
to place supporters in key security positions, from lower-level positions on national
committees (i.e. local administrations) to the central office in Prague.?* Between 1946
and the end of 1947, they managed to organize a network of intelligence agents called
the ZOB II (an acronym for the intelligence branch of the regional security department
- Zemsky odbor bezpecnosti), which worked covertly for the party in regional offices of
the National Front security forces.”

And yet, in contrast to security policy in other countries of Eastern Europe, which
were governed by martial law (Poland)* or the law of military occupation (eastern
Germany, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary), security policy in the National Front was
different. For one, it was subject to checks and balances in the National Parliament.”
Seats on the ‘security committee’ in Parliament were distributed according to the results
of the 1946 elections. The Communist Party had nine posts, the National Socialists (no
relation to the Nazi Party) four, the People’s Party four, the Social Democrats three and
the Slovak Democratic Party four.” Non-communist political parties retained checks
on major policies including the issue of political education in the forces, which was
revoked after an opposition campaign in 1947.%

In the context of the post-war period, all political parties in the National Front,
moreover, fought to secure state positions, including security appointments, for their
members in order to win votes in the national elections. Starting in 1946, politicians,
civic groups, national committees and private citizens rushed to secure promotions for
as many supporters and acquaintances as they could. The general staff of the security
corps (SNB) was deluged with the so-called ‘interventions’ - requests of political
parties and civic groups to grant certain members of the security corps raises. Between
October 1946 and April 1947, 683 interventions arrived at SNB headquarters. Of these,
296 were from political parties (95 from the Communist Party, 135 from the National
Socialists, 23 from the People’s Party and 43 from the Social Democrats).* Others were
issued by civic organizations such as the Union for National Revolution (a partisan
group), the Union for Liberated Prisoners and the Association for Czechoslovak
Partisans.”’ An intervention by a prominent politician could grant a recruit officer
status without the service normally required for it, a process that tied rank more to
social connections and popular endorsement than training or education.

Communist attempts to increase the party’s influence among rank-and-file StB
officials, moreover, often met with difficulties. In January 1947, a police official who
had joined the Communist Party tried to explain why so many security officials were
joining the National Socialist Party, the communists’ main rival.?® He attributed this
lack of respect to social class and age of the officials that the communists were recruiting
as much as their party membership. He described a communist political education
officer as ‘a 21-year-old boy, from a non-military background, who, aside from the
village in which he was born, has seen nothing and whose only life experience has been
to graduate from a one-month political education course’” He claimed that members
of the National Socialist Party mocked communist political education officers: ‘Look at
what kind of leaders [the communists] have! They have no professionals! Look at who
they sent us. People off the street, incompetents, work-shirkers, and inexperienced
boys of doubtful moral qualities. They sent us those that represent themselves*® A
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Soviet report from June 1947 likewise expressed concern that the Czechoslovak
Communist Party had insufficient control over state institutions. It specifically noted
that although the KSC had built an impressive party apparatus, its control over state
institutions, including the Ministry of the Interior, was weak.?!

Dissolving the state: Action Committees in the SNB

The communist coup in February 1948 only created more uncertainty about the
loyalty and reliability of the institution by unleashing chaos in the force. On 21
February, communist leaders radically decentralized power to local offices to
decide who to expel from its ranks. Rather than selecting agents through careful
background checks, they devolved the authority for deciding who could serve
in the new state to ‘Action Committees. Action Committees were revolutionary
councils of communists and communist supporters that formed rapidly, and often
spontaneously, in every area of state and civic life after the coup in February. While
this story has been told elsewhere, its influence on the national security corps (SNB)
is virtually unknown.*

The internal purge of the security forces began in March 1948.* This decree
devolved control over personnel suggestions in the security forces, including firings,
forced retirements and transfers, to local StB offices, Action Committees and security
consultants (the head of security policy in local administration).* Since locals joined
Action Committees on their own initiative and decided who to expel with little
interference from the central government, the number of security officials they expelled
differed in each place. According to reports, in Sedl¢any, a district south of Prague,
the security chief and the head of the national committee (similar to the position of
mayor) had founded an Action Committee as early as 28 February and begun to fire
security officials.’® While communist leaders in Prague generally encouraged popular
involvement in Action Committees, they appeared wary of unleashing a revolution in
the armed forces. Security officials petitioned to ban them from the SNB since security
was a military-style organization in which centralized control over personnel decisions
was essential.** Action Committees in the SNB were not allowed to issue direct orders,
in contrast to the extensive powers they were given in other institutions.”

The first instructions outlining the authority of Action Committees in the security
forces repeated the decree governing the ‘purge of public employees’ that had been
part of the retribution campaigns against wartime collaborators led by the National
Front government in 1945 and 1946.%® Two days after these instructions were issued,
communist leaders expanded the authority of Action Committees to include dissent,
the potential for future dissent and moral failings.* An addendum to the original
decree specified that Action Committees consider four new categories of offences,
including unreliability, incapability, incompetence and ineffectiveness.*’

These charges went far beyond the original targets of the expulsions, which had
been members of non-communist political parties. The charge of ‘unreliability’ applied
to those discontented with the new political order and non-political charges such as
working incorrectly, working superficially, engaging in ‘passive resistance’ or not keeping
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work hours. ‘Incapability’ related to ‘any kind of personal shortcoming that may affect
the administration of office] including sickness, negative habits, personal behaviour,
character defects, drunkenness, gambling, an amoral lifestyle, arrogance or the careless
acquisition of loans. Incompetence’ described a lack of professional capabilities or
experience. Ineffective’ referred to someone whose work was insufficient, who left work
randomly or who ‘engaged in pointless activities. Because of the scope of these charges,
Action Committees could in practice fire whomever they wanted for any reason.

The concern that a purge of the security forces would disrupt discipline in the
institution proved justified. Action Committees spiralled out of control. In an
interview, Rudolf Slinsky, the general secretary of the KSC, warned that purges ‘should
not be abused to settle personal scores or for self-interested and dishonest goals’* In
an article titled ‘How to Conduct a Purge, Antonin Zapotocky (the head of the Central
Action Committee in Prague) explained to purge institutions that it was necessary to
‘get rid of all personal interests, fits of vengefulness, and sadism’ before doing so.** The
demands that people rid themselves of their personal feelings only show that party
leaders were aware that citizens were using the power granted by these committees to
pursue personal aims.

A notice from March 1948 criticized Action Committees for firing border guards
on duty without informing their superiors or giving a motive for doing so (apparently,
this had not been a singular incident). It was difficult, the report explained, to replace
border guards and it constituted a threat to national security when no one was guarding
the borders: ‘At the very least, such measures should be undertaken only in the most
severe circumstances and after obtaining the approval of a border guard official’®®

In March 1948, security officials discussed the changes Action Committees had
made in the forces.** The outcome looked different in each place, ranging from the
removal of four members of the security forces in Ostrava to sixty-six in Most. Between
February and June 1948, the number of Communist Party members in the military
and security services doubled as compared with the period before February.**

This decentralization of authority had, as Slansky and Zapotocky realized,
unleashed cases in which citizens had abused power and ignited social conflict. In
Pisek, the head of the security office demanded that all of the agents in his branch
be transferred elsewhere.*® A member of the Action Committee in Olomouc had a
nervous breakdown and committed suicide.*” In Liberec, four members of the Action
Committee were arrested for theft. In several places, locals began to expel members of
the German minority from the area.*

The reports sent to the central government from lower-level offices justifying the
reasons for the expulsions were written in evasive language that makes it difficult to
discern true motives. Officials employed the passive voice in reports (‘twelve people
were detained’) or gave impossibly vague reasons for firing people (‘negative views of
the building of the state’).* It is difficult to generalize about why people were fired or
arrested during this period, although the warnings by communist leaders suggest how
frequently personal motives stood behind supposedly ‘political’ purges. Whatever the
reasons, it was left to local communities to decide. The takeover was not a top-down,
bureaucratic campaign, but one that relied on mass mobilization and locals to purge
their own ranks.
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The aftermath of revolution: Disorder in the ranks

In May of 1948, security official Jan Hora, the head of the regional office of Prague, was
tasked with observing district StB offices located in the Prague region in the aftermath
of the revolution.” Hora was one of several ‘old officials’ who joined the KSC with
police experience from the First Czechoslovak Republic.”’ His first challenge was to
find the office. Its location was, in his words, ‘wretched.. It was situated haphazardly in

52 ‘How,

at least six different buildings, none of which communicated with one another.
given this state of affairs, are the heads of [the security service] expected to run a united
service and carry out oversight?” he lamented. Although he was not entirely sure, he
believed that the Ministry of the Interior was located in five additional buildings:
“The location of the State Security service today is the result of its creation after the
revolution. Out of necessity and circumstances, completely unplanned locations were
searched out*

For months after February, chaos reigned. Rank-and-file party members,
emboldened by their participation in Action Committees, continued to intervene
arbitrarily in security appointments. At one point, Hora wrote, someone in the party
had prohibited the security service from conducting investigations on foreigners. It was
unclear why, where the order had come from or to whom the authority to investigate
foreigners had gone. In one case, a party official had refused to approve two nominees
for positions without giving a reason for doing so. The party member only vaguely
accused the appointees of ‘speaking out against the Party. Hora continued: ‘Out of
interest I am noting that although I attend plenum meetings regularly, to this day I
don’t know whether these officials were accepted or not, or what type of statement they
made against the party™

He noted cases of corruption in lower-level offices. In some cases, groups of relatives
were in charge of security and party branches. In his words, ‘unscrupulous characters in
the Party’ were abusing their power to ‘demand restitution for supposed injustices’ and
attain political success.” Security agents had confiscated property from those they had
arrested for use in local offices, including cars, typewriters and telegraph machines.*
Hora noted that the communists had ‘[tolerated] different types of property theft
carried out by members of the security corps, in most cases alongside abuse of office’”’
Although, he admitted, ‘it was necessary in the post-revolutionary era to overlook the
punishment of such cases, it is not appropriate to pass by such things now’*

Transforming the StB in the shadow of the upcoming Slansky trial

Given how decentralized these power struggles had been and the corruption that had
resulted in many places, communist leaders in Prague did not always know who came
to power at the lowest-level security offices or what they were doing. The first task of
the instructor group was to collect information on precisely these issues. From the fall
of 1948 to the end of 1949, the instructors travelled from Prague to lower-level offices
to compile statistics on district and regional offices. Officially, their role was to advise
lower-level offices in surveillance techniques and the recruitment of informers.”
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Unofficially, their role was to report to the central authorities on who was in the office,
which policing methods they were using, and to describe the location in which the
offices were situated.

Most instructors had joined the Communist Party in or after 1945 and rose to
prominent positions in the Stalinist StB in the 1950s. One of them, Antonin Prchal,
became the deputy minister of the interior in 1951. Prchal had joined the Communist
Party in 1945 through a partisan unit, the Revolutionary Guards. Prchal’s personnel
file described his talent for agent work and surveillance operations.®® He had worked
in the ZOB II, the communist intelligence network in the National Front. Another
instructor was Milan Moucka. Moucka, similar to Prchal, rose to prominence in the
later forces in part as a result of his work in the instructor group and the ZOB II. By
April of 1953, he was appointed the head of the interrogation department of the StB.!
He joined the Communist Party in May of 1945 after working as a carpenter and fought
with Prchal in the Revolutionary Guards. He served as a chief interrogator during the
investigations for the Sldnsky trial and was promoted to head of the interrogation
department after the trial.

The instructor group was involved in implementing many changes in the StB.
The first was to assist party members in a major recruitment campaign that began in
December 1948.%2 Party members were tasked with recruiting around 8,000 new officials
from factories and the armed forces to the security force. Next, the instructors’ role was
to check the recruits from a professional standpoint.®> While it is not entirely clear what
this meant, it seems from their later reports that it involved checking the age and class
background of recruits to ensure that they would be ‘reliable’ members of the forces.

One meeting of the instructors focused on the issue of torture in regional StB
offices. An official first raised the issue that agents were engaging in ‘provocation,
referring to a practice widespread in the StB in which agents pushed people to commit
crimes in order to arrest them (entrapment). This conversation was one of the first
that expressed concern with popular opinion of the service. The instructor noted that
‘in the public [mezi lidmi] it is said that the StB is similar to the Gestapo. Another
responded defensively, accusing the first of ‘generalizing’ ‘On what are you basing
this discussion of provocation? Only when such reports come from a large number
of regions can we generalize’ A third lent support to the first opinion by admitting
that ‘during interrogations in regional offices, suspects are tortured in an unreasonable
way given that the goal is to obtain reliable testimonies. Incidences of torture were
confirmed by two other instructors. One noted that he had witnessed torture in an
office. When he protested such methods to local officials, he was accused of being ‘too
soft on the class enemy’, showing that local agents were in some cases carrying out the
centre’s call for ‘intensifying the class struggle’ with more violence than necessary.®*

In January 1949, the instructors met to discuss the issue of corruption.®® Karel
Cerny, an old communist in charge of resource distribution and supplies in the
forces, joined in.% They discussed the need for regional offices to establish oversight
procedures over property confiscated from citizens who had been arrested or gone into
exile. Cerny agreed that agents should not be able to take property from people during
a house search, commented on incidences of ‘questionable morals in the services, and
demanded that discipline be more strictly enforced and corrupt agents punished.
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In early 1949, the instructors examined whether lower-level officials had built agent
networks.%” They ascertained that the latter only existed in five regions out of fifteen.
Even there, they often functioned poorly. In some cases, lower-level offices were
overly zealous in establishing surveillance networks. An office in Slovakia had, on its
own initiative, created a department to oversee ‘films and theatre’®® According to the
instructors, this department was ‘inappropriate’ since it was not the task of the secret
police to oversee culture.

They also introduced methods of centralized planning to the forces. Mouc¢ka noted
in early 1949 the importance of pushing regional offices to ‘plan’ operations in advance
rather than working on a case-by-case basis.®® As is well known, planning was a key
organizational principle of Stalinist institutions.” With respect to the secret police force,
it changed the nature of security operations by making it possible to plan operations
years in advance, a shift that involved the recruitment of long-term informers.

The instructors engaged in these and other micro-ways to change the way lower-
level officials worked and to correct ‘mistakes’ in how offices were run. While the
events of February 1948 were depicted as a revolutionary break, not least by the
communists themselves, the instructors’ activity points to the regime’s efforts in the
two years to follow to quietly ensure that the revolution had actually been carried out
on the ground.

Case study: The regional office of Liberec

This section examines the case study of Liberec, a town in northern Bohemia previously
populated by numerous ‘Sudeten Germans. According to the instructors, the office still
had many police officials who had been trained before the Second World War.”* Their
reports reflect suspicion of the motives and intentions of these officials who had joined
the party after February. After all, in the months following February, the Czechoslovak
Communist Party had opened its ranks to millions of new members regardless of
previous party affiliation, age, class background or occupation.”” Mass recruitment
made sense in the context of the National Front, where popular support in elections
had translated into seats in Parliament and control over the political programme. The
post-war policy of ‘opening the doors of the Party’ was halted after recruitment into the
party waned and Stalin began to criticize the Czechoslovak communists in April 1948.
He wrote that ‘a Communist Party cannot and should not be an election apparatus
adapted to Parliamentary elections and Parliamentary struggles.” In December 1948,
the KSC momentarily halted new membership. Thereafter, members were accepted
only on an ‘individual basis’ after background checks and multiple levels of bureaucratic
procedure.”

Instructors’ perception of ‘loyalty’ among StB officials centred, in this spirit, not
on party membership but also on the social and professional criteria such as age
and training introduced in this later period. In their notes and reports, instructors
distinguished between old officials [starsi orgdnové] and newly recruited officials [nové
prijati orgdnové], the former referring to StB officials who had been trained before the
Second World War and the latter to those recruited to the forces after 1945.7
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Instructors carefully studied the files of local agents and found that there were
many continuities in personnel before and after February 1948. Some old officials had
demonstrated their loyalty to the party by joining an Action Committee. One reported
that a police official, Emanuel Slene, had joined the police in the First Czechoslovak
Republic and served in the Protectorate era.’s Slene had joined the Communist Party
in March of 1948, an issue that raised a red flag for the instructor but did not require
that he terminate his service in the StB. ‘Although he joined the Party after February
1948, the assessment noted, ‘he defended its interests and had a positive attitude
towards the People’s Democratic Republic during the events of February’” Slene was
described as ‘class conscious’ since he had participated in a factory organization and an
Action Committee, criteria that tied the concept of loyalty to social activism more than
to party affiliation. Between October and December of 1948, officials were assessed for
activism, loyalty and knowledge of party texts.” The instructor assigned to the case of
Slene concluded that was an ‘old, experienced policeman’ with thirty years of service
and ‘significant theoretical knowledge’ of Marxist-Leninist literature.”

The file of another local official, Ladislav Madle, noted that he had served in
the criminal police in Liberec in the First Czechoslovak Republic and joined the
Communist Party in 1945. He had worked in the communist intelligence networks
(the ZOB 1I) during the February takeover and, in the words of the assessment,
‘held out, never wavered, and passed the test:® Even so, he was not a member of the
working class. Although he worked to strengthen the working class through activism,
the instructor was concerned that none of the subordinates he selected for service
in the office were workers, showing the way that these officials were expected to not
only be of working-class background but also to apply class biases to recruitment and
promotions.®! Certainly, the instructors recruited new trainees to security courses
on the basis of class background. The file of one new employee, Oldfich Prachaf,
stated that he had previously worked as a mechanic.®> After February, he had joined
the border guard regiments and served in the Liberec secret police office (StB). He
had joined the party in December 1947.% The instructor assessed Prachar as ‘young),
‘immature’ and ‘non-descript, but a worker, pointing to the way class background was
surpassing professional considerations.®

While initially there appeared to have been few tensions between older and younger
officials in the office, this dynamic began to change when instructors transferred older
agents from the forces and replaced them with younger ones. An instructor touring
Liberec observed ‘uncertainty and discontent among the so-called old members of the
StB - those who joined security during the First Czechoslovak Republic or during the
occupation - and who now were expected to be transferred to the uniformed services of
the SNB’® Across Czechoslovakia, StB officials not considered active or politically reliable
were moved to less important positions in the economy; civil police and small factories.®

The trial of Laszlé Rajk in Hungary introduced more belligerent language to party
meetings as it did across the Eastern Bloc.*” The assertion that enemies had infiltrated
the party was repeated in all regional StB offices, including Liberec, where officials
gathered in October 1949 to ‘assess the Rajk Trial’ and set forth a more forceful
programme of action to uncover enemies who had infiltrated the ranks of the party.®
These meetings aired publicly the agenda instructors had implemented secretly for
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months, such as expanding agent networks and introducing a system of planning to
the forces. Under the cover of the hysteria of the Rajk trial, the instructors removed the
few remaining officials who had not embraced them: ‘It is necessary to change the head
of the First Department because he is incompetent and does not use any operative
methods in his work’® This campaign applied not only to Liberec. It was coordinated
by instructors across the country.” In December of 1949, the instructors mentioned
setting up listening devices in StB offices, suggesting that the suspicion and paranoia
spread by the Rajk trial was leading also to new forms of internal surveillance in the
communist state in Czechoslovakia.”!

After 1950, instructors pushed forward campaigns to seek out enemies in the party.
The Soviet advisors, who arrived in Prague in the fall of 1949, had introduced a new
vocabulary to the force, including the anti-Semitic charge of Zionism. This charge
became the basis of investigations against Slansky and other prominent party officials
of Jewish background.” The public reactions to these accusations were mixed. On the
one hand, thousands of letters of support, many of which expressed anti-Semitic beliefs,
poured into KSC offices in Prague.” On the other hand, reports from lower-level StB
offices demonstrate that even state officials found these charges incomprehensible. A
report from September 1951 noted that few agents in Liberec understood the purpose
of the units for investigating Trotskyites, enemies in the party, Zionists and bourgeois
nationalists. These units had either not been created or were barely staffed: “Trotskyites:
this target has not yet been worked out, there has not been a list of Trotskyites drawn up
in the region. Agents do not know how to work it out. Instruction is clearly necessary
in this case’*

The same was true of the ‘unit for uncovering enemies in the Party’: ‘In this target
there are two agents. Two files have been drawn up. It is clear that instruction is
necessary.”” No one in Liberec knew what to make of the charge of Zionism: ‘Zionists:
this target has no agents and no files. Agents have no idea what to make of it. They
lack even basic theoretical knowledge of Zionists. It is necessary to provide instruction
because nothing has been done with respect to this target® Bourgeois nationalists
were ignored: “There are no agents working on this target and no files. Agents have
no idea what to do because they are not clear on the issue of bourgeois nationalists.
Instruction is needed.””

In spite of the propaganda campaign surrounding these units and the enemy
categories introduced by the Soviet advisors, many locals found these terms
incomprehensible. Even the newly appointed agents, the young men the instructors
had helped bring in from the working class, were in some cases not displaying
unquestioning adherence to, or a deep-seated conviction in, the correctness of the
party line.

Conclusion
By the time the first five-year plan in Czechoslovakia was interrupted in 1953 after the

death of Stalin and due to the imminent collapse of the economy, the instructors had,
together with communist leaders, rank-and-file party members and Soviet advisors,
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left in place an institution different than the one they had begun to inspect in the
middle of 1948.%® In only two years, the instructors had - at a manic pace — amassed
information on the people, structures and policing methods of district and regional StB
offices. They had shifted the organization of the secret police to a model of centralized
planning, expelled officials trained before 1945 and recruited new officials into the
service. As their activities show, our linear picture of how a communist security force
was built in Czechoslovakia is incomplete. Local actors, such as Action Committees’
members, played an important role in the political revolution in the force. Rather than
imposing a clear-cut ‘Soviet model, the Czechoslovak experience was also subject to
different views on who should serve in the forces, whether older, experienced officials
or younger members of the working class.

The role of the instructors in spreading the culture of Stalinism to lower-level
secret police offices also brings into question the importance of communist ideology
in driving forward the campaigns of violence in the late 1940s and early 1950s, which
were neither uniformly realized nor pursued radically by every member of the secret
police force. The main charges introduced in connection with what became the Slansky
trial at the end of 1952 hardly met with enthusiasm or comprehension in all section
of the communist state. In some cases, instructors pushed forward decrees, units and
campaigns that not been embraced by the lowest levels of the services. The communists,
recognizing local particularities, had tasked these elite agents to transform local offices
in accordance with a different, more socially informed conception of revolution. The
transformation of the StB into a Stalinist-style force required not only to change the
political afhliation of state officials but also to replace them with officials from different
social backgrounds, a social revolution encouraged or - if need be - compelled, from
above.
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Constructive Complaints and Socialist Subversion
in Stalinist Czechoslovakia: E.F. Burian’s Scandal
in the Picture Gallery

Shawn Clybor

Real existing socialism does not usually evoke the image of a singing party bureaucrat
comparing his love for a shock worker to the joy of fulfilling production quotas. To
the contrary, such a scene is so out of touch with reality that it is difficult not to laugh
at its ironic absurdity. This was precisely the situation in the people’s democracy of
Czechoslovakia on 31 October 1953, when the Army Arts Theater (Armadni umélecké
divadlo, or AUD) premiered its musical cabaret Scandal in the Picture Gallery: A Comedy
Developed According to the Party Line and With Special Insight into Today’s Issues.!
Ostensibly the performance was a celebration of everyday life under Stalinist rule, but
it served a dual purpose as a public airing of social, political and economic grievances
with communist rule. Each of Scandal’s ten acts and three musical numbers highlight
various bureaucratic inefficiencies, misguided governmental policies, individual acts
of greed and corruption, and inane political jargon, which are juxtaposed against a
blindingly optimistic ‘official’ portrayal of everyday life.

The effect of Scandal in the Picture Gallery was electrifying for those disillusioned
by the communist regime, including a teenage Vaclav Havel, who later drew upon the
musical’s absurd appropriation of socialist discourse for his first play Zahradni slavnost
(The Garden Party, 1963).> Paradoxically, Scandal was also enthusiastically received

Portions of this chapter were presented at the conference ‘Cultures of Grievance in Eastern Europe
and Eurasia, organized by the Princeton University Programme in Law and Public Affairs, and the
Programme in Russian and Eurasian Studies (8-9 March 2013). My deepest thanks to the organizers
and participants of these events, especially Martin Dimitrov, Irina Grudzinska Gross and Sergei
Oushakine for their thoughtful feedback and advice. Thanks also to those who have provided me with
moral and logistical support, including Muriel Blaive, Jessica Brooks, Jacky Kuper and Francis Ragka.
Special thanks to the late Alena Miskova at the Masaryk Archive of the Academy of Sciences of the
Czech Republic for providing me access to many of the materials used in this collection. The bulk of
my research, conducted between 2007 and 2014, was funded by the US Department of Education’s
Fulbright-Hays Doctoral Dissertation Fellowship and the Buffett Institute at Northwestern University.
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by political elite in the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunisticka strana
Ceskoslovenska; KSC), including then president Antonin Zipotocky and Minister
of Information Véclav Kopecky. Less than a month after Scandal premiered - by
which point the performance was running in more than a dozen theatres throughout
Czechoslovakia — the KSC Politburo proclaimed satire and cabaret humour compatible
with the building of socialism. The party’s enthusiastic response was short-lived,
however; six months later the Politburo changed course and denounced Scandal as
vulgar and dangerous. Within weeks the musical had disappeared from public life, if
not from memory.

The bizarre legacy of Scandal as an inspiration to an emerging generation of
dissidents and Communist Party elite reveals the complex boundaries between
collaboration and resistance, constructive criticism and subversion, culture and
politics. The ‘regime’ both tolerated and sanctioned Scandal even as it resonated with
the general public as an expression of shared grievances against it. That the regime
allowed this so-called communal satire [komundlni satira] cannot be attributed
simply to bureaucratic ineptitude or their inability to understand the joke. At the
same time, it would also be an oversimplification to view the performance as an
act of dissidence. This chapter will take as its point of departure the dual nature of
resistance as both a discursive reinforcement and a subversive displacement, and will
consider how the Scandal scandal reveals the problems and opportunities that cultural
producers in Czechoslovakia faced when they attempted to express public grievances
against the communist regime in the early 1950s. As a form of complaint Scandal
operated according to (and indeed reinforced) the relevant norms of official ideology,
constituting less a form of public resistance or dissent than a system-stabilizing
complaint. What led to its downfall was not the content of its political critique, or even
its public reception, but rather its effective appropriation of communist discourse at
a time when certain party elite had grown increasingly sensitive to their inability to
control this discourse.

Following closely the biographies of those who staged Scandal, and its critical
reception, I attempt to provide an explanation as to how and why Stalinist cultural
producers could both reinforce and subvert the regime in which they participated. I
then provide a general overview of the performance - which has never been translated
into English and is almost completely unavailable in Czech - supplemented with close
readings of several key scenes and musical numbers. Following this analysis, I consider
more broadly how political instabilities determined the fate of Scandal, which at first
benefitted from and later fell victim to power jockeying in Moscow between Beria,
Malenkov and Khrushchev, and their web of clients in the Czechoslovak Politburo.
This offers a new perspective on regional political instabilities in the Eastern Bloc
in the early years of the so-called de-Stalinization. My larger argument is thus that
communist political elite sought ways to instrumentalize popular opinion in their
internecine conflicts, which in turn created space for the articulation of discontent. In
this way, political discontent served as a useful (albeit unpredictable and dangerous)
political tool for the creation of a new political consensus following the deaths of Stalin
and Klement Gottwald in Czechoslovakia.
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Scandalous methodology: Art of resistance and
system-stabilizing complaints

Since 1989, Eastern European historical scholarship has focused a considerable
amount of attention on the relationship between communist political elite and
everyday people - in no small part to better understand the durability (and demise) of
communism as a political system. The work of anthropologist James Scott has played
a central role in this historiography.> Although Scott does not focus in specific on
Eastern Europe, historians have appropriated his methodological focus on the practice
of political domination as discursive ‘public transcripts’ that political elite impose upon
their subjects.* According to Scott, the gestures, speech and practices that are excluded
from these public transcripts via repression or censorship do not necessarily disappear,
but oftentimes survive as a suppressed ‘hidden transcript’ in which those who are
dominated continue to express themselves ‘freely’® By appropriating and expanding
upon Scotts methodology, our understanding of political elite in state-socialist
dictatorships has long since evolved beyond the classical ‘totalitarian’ model in which
political domination was seen as utterly repressive and absolute. To the contrary, most
scholars now agree that communist dictatorships learned how to tolerate, and indeed
even encouraged, the hidden transcript of everyday citizens so long as they respected
the normative political and ideological boundaries of the public transcript. The key,
according to Scott, is that everyday people enjoy the space to ‘freely choose’ their path
in certain matters — no matter how illusory this freedom may be, or how limited the
space. Once they do, they become more willing to conform to political domination.®
This process of normalization, as Mary Fulbrook calls it, required the participation
of everyday citizens in the seemingly non-ideological institutions, activities and
organizations of communist dictatorships.” An acceptance or embrace of the public
transcript was not required.

Although expedient in the short run, the strategy of communist political elite to
allow for an equilibrium between public and private transcripts proved risky and
ultimately unsustainable. As Barbara Falk has noted, the offstage discursive practices
of everyday citizens ruptured into the public transcript in the late 1980s, and the
results were revolutionary.® But are hidden transcripts truly an autonomous discourse
that outlived and ultimately defeated the repressive mechanisms of communist
dictatorships? Scott has suggested that they are — because the parameters of the official
discourse determine what must be relegated to the hidden transcript, the official
discourse is both constitutive and ‘ontologically prior’® Ironically, this point somewhat
undermines Scott’s central argument that dominant and everyday discursive spheres
exist as bifurcated and parallel poleis. In his study of Soviet samizdat, Serguei
Oushakine argues that offstage ‘oppositional discourse’ shares the ‘symbolic field with
the dominant discourse; and thus cannot exist ‘outside or underneath’ this discourse in
the manner that Scott’s public/private distinction implies.”® To the contrary, Oushakine
demonstrates that the politically destabilizing dynamic of dissent in the USSR, at least
until the late 1970s, rested not in its rejection of the public discourse, but in its ability
to mirror and extend this discourse. This was a ‘terrifying mimicry of the public
transcript, or ‘mimetic resistance, that was subversive not because of its rupturing
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potential as autonomous free speech (in the model of liberal thinking), but because it
created a ‘structural noncorrespondence between the dissidents’ (subordinate) social
location and the type of (authoritative) discourse they borrowed and tried to master’"!

While Oushakine offers a more fluid understanding of dissent as both rupture and
mimesis, he focuses primarily on a discourse that exists in a clearly delineated alternative
social location - the realm of samizdat."> But how can we account for resistance that
is articulated in an ‘official’ capacity from within the official framework of a dominant
public transcript? If and when such an articulation occurs, how is it possible to
distinguish between a primary source of articulation and an alternative social location?
Such distinctions are easy to parse when they involve political elite who invoke official
government discourse and oppositional figures who exist outside that discourse, but what
about the divisions between opposing factions of political elite? Local party functionaries
could (and did) challenge the discourse of central authorities, just as cultural producers
could (and did) challenge party functionaries. Indeed, according to Marcin Kula, ‘the
world under communism did not divide into “society” on the one side and “power” on
the other. Rather there existed a continuum. Even members of the Political Bureau might
find themselves thinking and speaking with the pronoun “them,” as in us against them’"?

Our understanding of oppositional discourses in communist states and the relationship
between party elite and everyday people is further occluded by our conceptual vocabulary.
Scholars tend to employ terms such as ‘resistance’ and ‘dissent’ to describe a broad
spectrum of complaints and grievances, but the assumption is that any form of complaint,
no matter how mundane, is fundamentally destabilizing to communist dictatorships. The
reality was often quite different - hidden transcripts could also reinforce and stabilize
communist domination. This is why party elite in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
from the 1960s onwards sought to unearth and understand their citizens’ preferences
with public opinion surveys. They even tolerated, if not encouraged, complaining, so long
as these complaints were officially authorized or remained off the public transcript.'
According to Martin Dimitrov: “This decision is driven by practical concerns for regime
preservation: information allows for governance problems to be identified when they
are still manageable and do not threaten to lead to regime instability."® In other words,
challenges to communist political rule served a positive and regime-stabilizing function
- they allowed the regime to better understand citizen preferences and, when necessary,
to make adjustments to its ideology and political rule.

Scandalous performance: Satirizing the terror

Although Scandal in the Picture Gallery premiered more than a decade before
communist elite began gauging citizen preferences with rigorous and standardized
polling, in several important respects it served a similar function as an officially tolerated
articulation of grievances that appropriated the public transcript of the communist
dictatorship during the ‘Stalinist era. The performance was the collaborative product
of two prominent and outspoken satirists: the playwright Vaclav Jelinek (1920-1982)
and the theatre director Emil Franti$ek (E.F.) Burian (1904-1959). Jelinek was a social
worker and municipal bureaucrat who became a radio producer at Czechoslovak State
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Radio (Ceskoslovensk}'/ rozhlas) after 1945. The communist seizure of power in 1948
had a positive impact on his career trajectory — amid party-led purges he became
director of the stations central advisory council. Among his many responsibilities,
he produced the weekly radio broadcast ‘15 Minutes with Antonin Zapotocky” - a
series of ‘fireside chats’ with the prime minister and later president. While working as
a radio producer, Jelinek began writing plays and screenplays, and became chief editor
of the satirical illustrated publication Dikobraz (Porcupine) in 1954. E.E Burian was a
multitalented singer, composer and dramaturge who founded the experimental avant-
garde Theater D. During the interwar era, Burian had been a prominent avant-gardist
and a devout communist, although he enraged many of his friends and comrades with
an outspoken criticism of Stalin in 1938. He was also an outspoken anti-fascist and
openly criticized Hitler and the Gestapo after the German occupation of Prague in
1939. He was arrested for his provocations in 1941 and spent the next four years in
concentration camps. After surviving a death march to the North Sea, he returned to
Prague a defiant communist hardliner. His outspokenness irritated party functionaries,
who repeatedly tried to purge him from public life. He survived the Stalinist era,
however, thanks to the intervention of several high-powered admirers, which included
President Gottwald. To avoid losing his theatre, Burian joined the Czechoslovak army,
became an honorary lieutenant and rebranded Theater D as the ‘Army Arts Theater’
(Armadni umélecké divadlo; AUD)." Scandal would become his first and only smash
hit of the communist era.

Scandal begins by simultaneously reinforcing and undermining its titular claim
to provide ‘special insight into contemporary issues. Even before the curtain rises,
an announcer notifies the audience over the PA that the show has been cancelled. To
explain this decision, the playwright walks up the aisle and clambers onto the stage,
where he nervously mumbles an explanation to an increasingly raucous and noisy
crowd. The announcer begins relaying this nonsensical muttering over the PA so it
can be better heard and translates his grunts into an articulate apology. According
to the playwright, as translated over the PA, Scandal has been cancelled because it
addresses topics that are ‘simply too serious for tomfoolery’!” Instead, in the spirit
of realism, random people off the street have been asked to come onstage and re-
enact scenes from their everyday lives. After each re-enactment, the playwright
will lead a question-and-answer session that will allow audience members to
‘express themselves’'® The joke, of course, is that the entire scene is scripted: the
announcer, the playwright and the raucous audience members are all actors, just as
the ten scenes to follow and the ‘everyday people’ performing them are all scripted.
From the very beginning, the idea of ‘reality, whether the performance itself or the
everyday life it claims to depict, is completely undermined. It is a reality that is both
mediated and opaque: the ‘playwright’ is an actor who speaks nonsense that must
be ‘translated’ through a PA system by a disembodied voice of another actor to an
audience that has been infiltrated by actors. During an era of rehearsed show trials
and intense media censorship, the performance’s reality was in fact no less real than
the public sphere of Stalinist Czechoslovakia. Both presented a falsified version of
reality in the framework of a fictionalized performance as if they were objectively
happening. The resulting non-correspondence is precisely what makes Scandal so
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effective as satire: it reveals the flaws underlying official ideology through ostensibly
uncritical adherence. Given the conceptual complexity of this endeavour, one can
only wonder if the occasional audience member took the performance at face value
and spoke freely during the question-and-answer sessions - the final transformation
of falsehood into reality.

At several key moments, the social and political criticism underlying the
performance breaks through its own crust of mediated reality. In the second act,
entitled ‘Hallelujah, We Have a Bureaucrat!” a man visits a technology exhibition,
at which his tour guide introduces him to a robotic office worker that belches out
meaningless communist jargon such as ‘we must collectively determine the answers
to the great problems that stand before us’'® The visitor politely interrupts the robot to
ask about a new model of automatic dishwasher. When the tour guide feeds the request
into the robot, it continues to babble:

I maintain without slogans and without vague statements: many problems still
stand before us. Indeed, we must understand the question and the various angles
of its underlying causes. Nevertheless, we discussed the issue at length and we can
be glad that, at the end of the day, we have occupied ourselves with its various
perspectives. Finally, I am building, I am building, I am building, I am building.?®

As the curtain drops, the guide searches frantically for the robot’s power switch
and yells: “‘Where’s the power on this thing? Cut the power! Everything about it is
exhausted!”” The ‘it’ is left ambiguous - it could signify the robot, the robot’s lingo or
the entire scene - because the moment the curtain drops, an overeager plumber runs
onstage to promote his local business, a deliberate attempt to change the subject by
an actor pretending to be an everyday citizen. The endless drone of false reality thus
maintains control of the proceedings: neither the ‘robot’ onstage, nor the ‘plumber,
nor the ‘audience’ (both real and fake) are allowed to veer from the official script of
Stalinist discourse.

How radical was the performance? Although satire was extremely rare in Stalinist
Czechoslovakia, the genre enjoyed a long, if complicated, history in the USSR that
stretched back to the earliest years of the Bolshevik Revolution.”? The idea of a specifically
‘socialist’ form of satire solidified with the rise of socialist realism in the 1930s: the goal
was to provide constructive criticism that contrasted individual vices and flaws against
the ideals and achievements of Marxism-Leninism. In other words, satire could point
out flaws in Soviet society, but it did not expose these flaws as systemically linked to
political, economic or ideological structures. In this regard, Scandal was not atypical.
For example, in the first act, ‘On Account of My Wife] a local party bureaucrat and
his wife attempt to scare their neighbours into giving away their all-inclusive vacation
certificates by casually mentioning avalanches, bear attacks and dangerous waters. The
scheme backfires, however, when their neighbours embrace their trips as an opportunity
to overcome their fears and try something new.* Similarly, in the third act, ‘Before They
Caught Him, a lazy family brags about the illnesses they faked to take time off work for
a pig roast. As they laugh about their fake maladies, they turn to their neighbour, who
showed up uninvited and complained about a headache. ‘So, what brought you here
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then, your headache?’ they ask him. He responds: Nope. Surveillance. Checking up
on people who call in sick’* In the sixth act, “The Certain Party Man, a party activist is
going through personnel files in search of someone to become the manager of an auto
plant. After weighing several candidates closely, he realizes that maybe a woman should
become the manager, because after all they are just as capable as men. He immediately
calls his mother to tell her the good news: ‘No more unemployment for you!’>

What makes Scandal exceptional compared to Soviet satire is not that it illuminates the
corrosive effect of individual selfishness, corruption and nepotism on socialist society;
but rather, at a more implicit level, it suggests that state socialism itself has corroded
individual behaviours. In the fourth act, ‘Speak Not of the Unknown, the young author
Kaderdbek must seek permission to publish an article celebrating the Czechoslovak
Army. His boss Comrade Poplasny is the division chief at the party’s personnel office,
infamous for its role in investigating party members during the show trials. The scene
begins with a distraught Comrade Popla$ny looking around for his desk, filled with
‘sensitive state secrets, which has mysteriously gone missing. Meanwhile, Kaderabek
enters the office and hands him a copy of his article, which, he explains, depicts simple
country life. Unimpressed, Poplasny demands to know if the villagers are portrayed as
‘manly’ Taken aback, Kadefdbek responds cautiously that they are, as far as he can tell.
Poplasny demands to know if he explicitly wrote this. Kaderabek responds that while it
is peripheral to the story, he certainly implies it. Sceptical, Poplasny skims through the
article until he finds a passage that describes a military convoy winding through the
mountains and glistening in the afternoon sun. He begins to point out the mistakes:

There are several shocking revelations here. For example, this part: “The wheels of
the heavy troop transport ... See! You cunningly revealed that troop transports are
heavy. How cunning you are to signal to your readers this sort of thing. And here,
this part about the motor of a ‘silver bird’ buzzing overhead? What precisely does
that mean, anyway? ... Just as I'm asking now, so too will your readers demand to
know. And there you are, shoving it in their face that airplanes are flying overhead.?

Kaderabek protests that he intended no harm. Scoffing, Poplasny describes various
incidents during which individuals had committed similar mistakes. Each of his
stories reveals sensitive state secrets, including plans for a future hydroelectric dam, the
location of military fuel depots and research into the new synthetic material ‘Eutinbal.
Now quite nervous, Kadetabek insists that he knows nothing about dams, depots or
Eutinbal. Poplasny responds that if only he could find his desk, he would show off the
documents to prove they are real.

In an attempt to shift the discussion away from state secrets, Kadefabek mentions
that he has a photograph of the troop transport in question and had planned to publish
it with the story. Poplasny explodes with anger:

Show me this picture! Have you gone mad? A picture! Of a heavy troop transport!
Filled with soldiers! ... Where exactly did you come upon this photograph? Were you
prowling around military convoys with a camera or something? Is that it? You speak
up right this moment ... howd you get this picture? Did you steal it from someone?*”
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Kaderabek sputters: “The picture ... my ... uh ... my friend gave me the picture’
Poplasny demands the name of this ‘criminal’ and ‘every member of his circle’ As
it turns out, Kaderabek’s friend had photocopied the image from a popular Soviet
magazine. Poplasny immediately backpedals: ‘Oh. I see. Ha. Well, I was just testing
you. Look, one must always be vigilant. One must always be alert. So anyway, go on
and print the picture. Just make sure you explain where you got it?® The scene ends
when a maintenance crew enters the office with Poplasny’s missing desk, which they
took by mistake. Popladny begins digging through the drawers and realizes something
is missing: a brochure for the new office coffee machine. Kaderabek exclaims: ‘Christ!
What if that brochure falls into the wrong hands?” Poplasny, amused at Kadetrabek’s
naivety, responds: ‘Do not fear, my dear boy. It was only a copy of the brochure. The
original is in my steel safe! One must always be vigilant!” As the curtain falls, the actor
who plays Poplasny steps forward and criticizes the playwright for revealing important
secrets onstage, especially the secret synthetic compound ‘Eutinbal’, which ‘every small
child knows’ is not real. He quips: ‘It’s called Pertonal*

Typical of socialist realism, this scene is built upon a binary opposition between two
character types: on one side is the journalist Kaderabek, a cautious idealist who submitsan
article that is humorously inoffensive; on the other side is the paranoid and paternalistic
bureaucrat Poplasny, who makes haphazard decisions for almost unfathomable reasons.
Ostensibly, the scene is a criticism of Poplasny for his incompetency; however, the real
target of the satire is something much deeper: the malevolent and coercive force of fear.
Although he has done nothing wrong, Kaderabek fears that his work will be censored
and that his safety could be at risk. By the end of the performance, his fear has intensified
to the point of hysteria. Poplasny is similarly consumed by fear. Although his missing
desk, a photograph from a Soviet magazine and a stolen instruction manual seem like
trivial concerns, to him they are matters of great existential importance. The humour
of the scene is thus rooted in the absurdity of both characters’ paranoia, but no matter
how misplaced this paranoia may be, it is presented as the logical result of forces beyond
their comprehension or control. In this regard, Scandal is deeply subversive: it moves
beyond a superficial criticism of individual flaws to critique the deeper structural forces
that generated and perpetuated Stalinist terror.

Scandalous context: Clean and official

The absurdity of life for individuals who are trapped within bureaucracies is a common
theme in Czech literary works by Hasek, Kundera, Havel and Kafka (if one can count
him as ‘Czecl’), among many others. What makes Scandal unique, however, is that it
premiered in an acutely repressive climate and received a curiously positive response
from political elite. While it might be tempting to argue that the performance was
an early (indeed too early) result of ‘de-Stalinization’ in the months following Stalin’s
death, such an interpretation is not plausible for two reasons. First, Scandal premiered
at the height of the terror in Czechoslovakia, not after its conclusion. Unlike Poland
and Hungary, where Stalin’s death led to an immediate relaxation, if not an outright
reversal, of Stalinist policies, the party line in Czechoslovakia maintained a relatively
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steady course into 1956 and (in certain respects) beyond.*! Second, although it inspired
an emerging generation of dissidents, key members of the party elite authorized and
defended the performance, including many of Stalin and Beria’s most trusted allies
in Czechoslovakia. Foremost among them was the head of the Czechoslovak Army
and Minister of Defence Alexej Cepicka, who occupied a unique position as the only
cabinet minister to report directly to the Soviet Politburo. This arrangement was a
matter of Soviet state security. In a rare exception to the pattern established in other
Eastern European countries, the Red Army left Czechoslovakia shortly after the
conclusion of the Second World War. When the Cold War intensified, Stalin viewed
the speedy build-up of the Czechoslovak Army and the ideological consolidation of its
commanding officers as top priorities to defend against Western military intervention.
Minister Cepicka believed arts and culture would aid in this ideological consolidation,
and to fulfil his vision he lavishly funded film studios, artists and theatres, including
E.E Burian’s AUD, where Scandal first premiered.*? Because this expansive military-
industrial complex answered directly to Moscow, it functioned almost completely
outside the control of the Czechoslovak Party leadership. As a result, Burian and Jelinek
were not required to submit their script to the Czechoslovak Theatre and Literary
Agency and Prague National Committee for approval, and did so only after months of
political wrangling, at which point the performance had already become a smash hit.
Party periodicals made no direct mention of Scandal when it first premiered
in October 1953, perhaps due to uncertainties as to how, or whether, to respond.
Although I was unable to locate in the archives any private discussions regarding the
play prior to its release, there are several clues that editors and critics anticipated a
controversy. On the same day that Scandal premiered, the weekly newspaper Literdrni
noviny (Literary News) — the official mouthpiece of the Czechoslovak Writers’ Union
- published “Vulgarity does not make satire effective, a half-page criticism of Jelinek’s
productions at Czechoslovak Radio.” That such a lengthy criticism of a relatively
minor literary figure surfaced on the same day as the premier of Scandal cannot be a
coincidence. The editorial staff at Literdrni noviny most likely decided to hedge their
bets: if the party leadership responded to Scandal favourably, then no one could
claim that they had criticized a sanctioned performance; conversely, should the party
launch a campaign against the performance or its author, then no one could claim
that they had failed to anticipate Jelinek’s ‘unfriendly attitudes’ This decision proved
wise. President Zapotocky attended an early showing of Scandal and commended it
on his weekly radio show in an interview with Jelinek (still his producer). Literdrni
noviny cautiously responded the following week with a half-page article by a third-
string critic (conveniently, the big names did not posit official opinions), which
acknowledged for the first time that the performance was selling out.’* This was
an understatement. According to correspondence with military officials in AUD
archives from April 1954, Burian began reneging on his contractual obligation to
allot free tickets to soldiers on leave because the performance was already booked
for months in advance.® According to the review, the play’s success came from
its satirical take on ‘abuses, bad habits, backwardness, inflexibility, bureaucratic
mentalities, slovenliness, and character flaws; not from some distant time in the past,
or in some faraway land, but the flaws that manifest themselves today, at this very
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moment, in our very midst’* This positive assessment was followed by a reassurance
that although ‘rumours’ were circulating that the play would ‘shut down, the AUD
would be increasing the number of weekly showings. The article concluded: Jelinek’s
play is a lesson for all authors that it is possible to offer a healthy criticism that is
both clean and official. If a criticism has the proper intentions, one need not cower
from it>¥’

The party’s ambivalent public response reflected behind-the-scenes conflicts over
political realignments in Moscow that hardly deserve the appellation ‘de-Stalinization,
but nevertheless reflect subtle shifts that would have seismic ramifications over
the following years. In July 1953, the Soviet Politburo (more specifically Beria and
Malenkov) made it clear to their loyalist Zapotocky that certain hard-line positions of
the KSC leadership were no longer acceptable. The following month, the Czechoslovak
Politburo introduced to the Central Committee a list of proposals and reforms that
for the first time acknowledged in writing that certain dynamics of their economic
and political policies had been flawed. Hardliners in the leadership, led by the
recently appointed party secretary Antonin Novotny, refused to ratify the list; instead,
they continued to insist that any failures that had occurred since 1948 were due to
individual error and flawed implementation.* This conflict, in turn, was amplified
by ongoing struggles within the Soviet Politburo, where shifting alliances resulted
in Beria’s execution in December 1953 and Malenkov’s forced demotion in February
1955. Replacing them as party leader was Nikita Khrushchev, who backed Novotny
over Zapotocky as Gottwald’s successor.

When Scandal premiered, the Czechoslovak Central Committee was thus divided
in its loyalties. On one side were those who supported Beria, and later Malenkov,
and remained publicly loyal to Stalin while calling for reforms. On the other side
were those who backed Khrushchev and blamed political and economic failures on
the individual corruption of Beria, Malenkov and, ultimately, Stalin himself. It was
precisely this divide that explains the meteoric rise and disappearance of Scandal.
In general, the party leaders who backed Beria and Malenkov spoke positively of the
performance and used it as a pretext to call for greater leniency towards political
satire, caricature and humour. Those who backed Khrushchev, on the other hand,
condemned the performance as a vulgar attack against the People’s Republic and
demanded that it be cancelled. This division was explicitly clear at a meeting of the
Central Committee in December 1953, at which leading members of the Politburo
laid out their visions for the so-called ‘New Course’ reforms in cultural politics. First
to speak was Novotny, who criticized satire as dangerous and warned against the
‘harmful disdain of our intellectuals’® Next spoke Minister of Information Vaclav
Kopecky, a long-time ally of Beria and Malenkov, who defended satire, cabaret
humour and operettas as compatible with socialist realism. Although both men
publicly declared that they were in ‘complete agreement, the stark difference in their
positions was obvious.*

By spring 1954, Novotny and his circle of supporters had gained the upper hand
in the Central Committee, and their former opponents either closed ranks behind
them or distanced themselves from the emerging power centre (among this latter
group were Cepicka and Zapotocky). Scandal became an early casualty of this shifting
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power constellation. The turning point came in April 1954 with a speech by Novotny
that denounced satire for hiding ‘the danger of slander against our humanist state’*!
The party leadership immediately pivoted to follow the new line, and the following
week the president of the Czechoslovak Writers Union published an article in Literdrni
noviny that accused Scandal of ‘mocking the achievements of our socialist system’*?
More than a dozen productions of Scandal running throughout Czechoslovakia closed
over the following two weeks, forcing several theatres to refund hundreds of advance
tickets. Burian at AUD defiantly refused to remove the piece from his repertoire, a
decision that no civilian authority had the power to countermand since he answered
directly to the army.*® The Ministry of Defence quietly backed Burian’s decision,
although Cepicka chose not to comment on the affair to avoid a public confrontation.
Outraged, Novotny’s office appealed to the Soviet embassy, which forced Cepicka to
shutter the performance.* The consequences of Cepicka’s defiance became clear two
years later, when in the wake of Khrushchev’s Secret Speech, he was branded a ‘Czech
Stalin’ and purged from the Ministry of Defence. Because Cepicka’s nearly invulnerable
political status was the result of Stalin’s patronage, his downfall is easy to mistake as
an early sign of the Stalinist ‘thaw’ in Czechoslovakia. I would argue, however, that
it was not his loyalty to Stalin that doomed him so much as his refusal to follow the
emerging party line after Stalin’s death. His liberal attitudes towards culture, including
his support for Scandal, reflected - and quite possibly factored into — these conflicts.

Scandalous Conclusion

During the final act of Scandal in the Picture Gallery, the ‘author’ returns to the stage
and dares the audience to discuss the play and its meaning among themselves. He asks
them to be precise, critical and judgemental in their opinions, but to remember that
the play was shown to people in high positions, and they approved. When the author
is done speaking, the cast joins him on stage and sings:

Criticism shouldn’t have to be

Criticism shouldn’t have to be

Criticism shouldn’t have to be personal

Let’s save that for when we argue drunkenly
And completely unconstructively

That’s not what we're doing here today.

... Let criticism battle our mistakes

Let criticism battle our mistakes

Battle our mistakes, battle for the people
Everywhere, against the rubbish that arises
And for progress, on the great road before us
But in the meantime, leave us the hell alone.*®

Through its supposed authentic portrayal of scenes of everyday life, Scandal embraced
communist ideals and criticized communist praxis in a manner not dissimilar to Soviet
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socialist realism in the late 1930s. Unlike Soviet propaganda, however, Scandal was not
vetted by party censors or formulated by party bureaucrats. Jelinek and Burian enjoyed
the creative space, no matter how exceptional that space might have been, to feel as
if they were ‘freely’ appropriating the ideological world view of the regime, and then
sharpened it into a biting critique. What is important, however, is that the performance
functioned within, not against, the normative framework established by party elite in
the early 1950s. As a result, it does not fit readily into categories such as ‘propaganda’
and ‘dissidence’

Ultimately, Scandal was the happenstance result of political instabilities that created
an unparalleled opportunity for an articulation of grievances from an alternate social
location within the regime itself. Perhaps it also offers a glimpse of what communism
might have looked like in Czechoslovakia had it been Beria or Malenkov, as opposed
to Khrushchev, who emerged victorious from the leadership struggles that followed
Stalin’s death. Perhaps, even further, it was the memory of Scandal that served to
remind true believers that socialism with a ‘human face’ was capable of allowing public
criticisms, a core belief shared among many of the anti-Novotny ex-Stalinists who
became Prague Spring reformers in the 1960s.% Leaving aside these counterfactuals,
it bears repeating that a number of leading political figures, including the president,
minister of defence and minister of information not merely tolerated Scandal, but
openly and actively enjoyed it as a healthy expression of ‘constructive’ attitudes. In this
regard, their rhetoric regarding the necessity of free and spontaneous socialist criticism
was more than hollow propaganda. It was only once their opponents outmanoeuvred
them that they agreed to ban the performance, because they did not dare to publicly
defy the myth of party solidarity to defend their beliefs. Nevertheless, the impact
of their initial support cannot be overestimated on individuals such as Burian at
AUD, who until his death in 1959 continued to insist that what he did with Scandal
demonstrated the true potential of socialist realism to express artistic experimentation
and public discontent.”” In other words, at a time when many of his colleagues had
long since abandoned socialist realism, it was the man who staged the most subversive
performance of the 1950s who remained an unrepentant true believer. And for those
who remembered his Scandal, he represented a glimmer of hope that underneath the
ossifying leadership of Novotny and his ‘hardliners, there were other comrades who
could take a joke.
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Perceptions of Society in Czechoslovak Secret
Police Archives: How a ‘Czechoslovak 1956’
Was Thwarted

Muriel Blaive

The events of 1956 around the world are well documented - by all standards, it was a
remarkable year. On the European front, public opinion, pundits and believers were
shaken by the twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU)
that took place in February 1956. On the last day of the Congress, CPSU First Secretary
Nikita Khrushchev delivered his famous Secret Speech in which he denounced Stalin’s
crimes and dictatorial behaviour. The terror initiated by Stalin, he now revealed, had
devastated not only the population but also the Soviet’s higher instances and most
powerful authorities, such as the presidium members.! These revelations constituted
a significant impetus for the demonstrations that took place in June, then in October
in Poland and for an outright anti-communist revolution in October-November in
Hungary.

But what was actually going on at that time in the third communist country of
Central Europe, lying between insurrectionary Poland and Hungary?

The absence of events in 1956 Czechoslovakia

Since the opening of communist-era archives in the 1990s, we can summarize the
answer to the previous question in a few words: no events of real significance.? Of
course, it is now documented that the Second Writers’ Congress, which took place
that year in April, saw two poets, Jaroslav Seifert and Frantisek Hrubin, courageously
criticize party policy in cultural matters.’ Also that month, students publicly presented
resolutions in which they demanded better study conditions and the abolition of
censorship. A traditional student street parade, Majales, was allowed to take place
that year for the first time since 1946. It permitted, in both Prague and Bratislava, a
humorous ventilation of students’ frustrations about communism in practice.* A small
proportion of rank-and-file party members shocked by the revelation of Stalin’s crimes,
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mainly among the Prague intelligentsia, called for a party congress (0.5 per cent of local
party organizations, representing 1 per cent of party members).> And finally, there was
a hint of criticism concerning the Czechoslovak Stalinist leader Klement Gottwald’s
so-called ‘cult of personality, pronounced at a Central Committee meeting in March
1956 by the Czechoslovak Communist Party leader, Antonin Novotny. The architect
of the collectivization of agriculture, the lesser-known Slovak apparatchik Jalius Duris,
was even more outspoken.® Gottwald, like Stalin, had died in 1953 but, unlike its Soviet
counterpart, the Czechoslovak leadership did not seize this chance to change course.

The existing historiography has long emphasized that this conservatism was the
result of fear or cowardice. Maridn Lo6zi’s chapter in this volume suggests a completely
different explanation: it is probable that Czechoslovak Communist Party General
Secretary Rudolf Slansky and his Stalinist peers had been sacrificed in 1952 in a major
show trial in order to both terrorize and appease popular opinion — which did not
appreciate these ‘small dictators.” If we pursue this logic, the failure to rehabilitate the
Slansky trial victims in 1955-1956 was no expedient dictated by a general reluctance
to implement any post-Stalinist change. On the contrary, it becomes the continuation
of an active policy to try to satisfy those segments of popular opinion that mattered
most to the regime (namely, the workers). To reaffirm that small dictators would not
be rehabilitated, while quietly freeing those who had survived the show trials, can,
in this perspective, be read as a continuous attempt to convince the population that
the Czechoslovak Communist Party was standing for a form of ‘socialist legality’ and
for what its leaders conceived of as a reasonable exercise of the dictatorship of the
proletariat. This is certainly consistent with the rest of Communist Party policy in the
1953-1956 period, which was largely devoted to improving the living standards of
the population - at least of those segments that were not associated with the former
economic elite. Of course, such a policy was only a complement to the regime’s primary
resort: repression, or the threat thereof.

Unsurprisingly then, none of the potential catalysts of revolutionary criticism in
1956 received any collective support. Neither the writers nor the students massively
supported the few in their midst who were willing to go further and seriously challenge
the regime. No one greeted Duri§ outside the conference hall after he declared:
‘Comrade Gottwald knew how to be threatening after 1948 and he restrained more
and more the collective leadership of the Presidium.® Had a big crowd turned him into
a hero by cheering him and showing him unrestrained support, a Czechoslovak Imre
Nagy or Wladystaw Gomutka could have been born there and then.

Instead, what was actually happening in Czechoslovakia in October-November
1956, as revolutionary days were overwhelming Poland and Hungary? What was the
population thinking and why did it collectively stand aside? This chapter presents the
answer that Czechoslovak citizens themselves provided at the time, as secretly recorded
by the secret police (Statni bezpec¢nost or StB). These files are not personal files (either
of collaborators or of people placed under surveillance) but general information
files on the mood of the population. The StB, and in particular the thousands of
functionaries working in its third section, in charge of the ‘Fight Against the Internal
Enemy’’ compiled a dense collection of reports about the population and its feelings in
October and November 1956. The information was mostly collected by their informant

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 102 @ 23-06-2018 15:26:59



®

Perceptions of Society in Czechoslovak Secret Police Archives 103

network — secret collaborators who were recruited among the general population and
who factually reported on what they heard.

Even as early as January 1947, before the communist takeover, these collaborators
were considered ‘the most important information source’ by the StB: ‘Collaborators
are recruited in all layers of the nation so that we have a faithful picture of reality at
all times and in all domains’'® Some 28,412 of them were active at the end of 1956, of
which approximately a quarter might have worked for ‘political counter-espionage,
that is, around 7,000 of them." They conducted their spying activity for the most part
unnoticed, simply listening in or participating in conversations in the workplace, in
shops, on the street and in pubs. Reports are usually a few pages long; in the more
professional districts they often include the full name of the incriminated citizen and
even their address - indicating serious police background work. Northwest Bohemian
agents (Ust{ nad Labem, Liberec, i.e. the former Sudetenland) were particularly
meticulous in this work. Two elements were of special interest to the police: the subject’s
political affiliation (past and present) and their socio-economic category (profession).

How to interpret StB reports?

As hinted earlier, the structure of the political police has been extensively described
in the Czech case, but has been much less the object of an interpretative analysis than
in the German and Soviet cases. The figure of the ‘collaborator’, in particular, remains
quite unexplored. The volume edited by Sindor Horvath, Péter Apor and James Mark,
Secret Agents and the Memory of the Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern
Europe, although dealing with most post-communist countries, does not contain any
chapter dedicated to the Czechoslovak StB." Yet, how collaboration affected ordinary
people and how the latter internalized the informants’ presence and their overall
impact on society are ‘questions vital to an understanding of life in the dictatorship’*®

Popular opinion was the only public opinion that the communist dictatorships
could afford: there was no free public sphere and certain opinions could land a citizen
in jail, but the population did, of course, have an opinion on the rulers and on the rule.
This opinion is anything but trivial, as Paul Corner shows:

having suppressed all the channels that permitted genuine and spontaneous
communication between regime and citizens, (the regimes) then became
frightened by the silence and set up spy networks in order to find out what the
people were really thinking. The extent of these spy networks ... is an indication
of the importance that the regimes themselves gave to the monitoring of public
opinion - an importance related not only to the ever present need to suppress
dissent but also to the search for legitimacy in the eyes of the people which all
regimes aimed to achieve."

By starting from the realities of everyday life, the bottom-up approach centres on the

individual rather than the system and follows their forms of adjustment and modes
of self-defence. Speech, be it in public or in private, was one of them. And even in
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the most stringent dictatorship, the individuals held on to their ability to express
themselves - in this sense, they never became ‘merely a passive subject of authority’ but
retained ‘some real space for action and reaction’'® This investigation of social support
was first inspired by the revisionist school in the 1970s, notably by Sheila Fitzpatrick,
on the premise that ‘political regimes generally satisfy some social interests and rarely
survive by force alone’'¢

Of course, secret police documents must never be approached as the promise of
a fantasized ‘historical truth’ As French historian of the USSR Nicolas Werth wrote:
‘While analysing a police report one must always sort between the expectations and
the demands of the rulers, but also between their representatives’ own vision, the
typologies they had to learn ... and the prevailing explanatory schemes repeated over
and over again’”’ One must decipher and weigh the communist jargon in the reports.
The designation ‘enemy of our popular democracy’ might describe a citizen busy doing
grocery shopping; rushing into stores was indeed considered a hostile gesture by the
regime in times of crisis, a concession to the ‘enemy propaganda’ that predicted an
impending regime collapse.

These reports also give us an insight into the ‘subtle nature of control"® that the
secret police inflicted on their population. East German studies have provided a new
methodological model: ‘Rather than seeing East German history through the lens of
top-down “blanket surveillance”, historians began to explore dominance (Herrschaft)
as a social practice. Sense of one’s self (Eigen-Sinn) often collided with the regime,
causing both sides to compromise’’* Thomas Lindenberger even inverted the classic
‘boundaries of dictatorship’ description to ‘dictatorship of the boundaries, in which
social actors became active in defining the limits of the rule. Pursuing stability
occasionally meant for the regime ‘reach[ing] out to the population, whether in the
form of allowing rock concerts for youth, more freedom to the cultural sphere for
writers and artists, or allowing renegade church leaders to continue initiatives that
were not in line with state policy’?

Serious methodological precautions are required to study a presentation that
is the product of a double bias: the police pursued their own interests (repressing
any form of dissent, as well as burnishing their image to their superiors), while the
population was wary of the police. But this bias is rather easily exposed so it can be
factored in:

1. The StB functionaries who recruited informants usually exhibited a certain
personality type, prone to supporting an authoritarian approach; in the 1950s,
most of them were certainly still staunch believers in communist ideology.

2. They wrote for the benefit of their superiors. As such, they tended to exaggerate
the ‘good feelings’ of the population. A typical result is the almost obligatory
statement in any report that pertains to the ‘massive approval by the population
of the Central Committee’s policy’. The vagueness of such statements suffices to
discard them as reliable information.

3. Another constant feature is the doctoring of the functionaries’ and/or informants’
absence of real activity in the hope to give an active impression. Numerous
reports, especially in Slovakia, thus concern ill-defined groups of people, for
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instance ‘the workers of such-and-such factory, ‘the employees of such firms’ or
even ‘the vast majority of the citizens in our district, who allegedly ‘support the
government on this or that policy’ The author spends a minimal time writing his
report and probably expects to procure maximum satisfaction to his superiors.
Such reports are unverifiable; they tell us more about their author than about the
population’s mood.

4. On the other hand, the search for real or imaginary opponents (the ‘enemy’
in contemporary vocabulary) might have led them to exaggerate the danger
represented by individual actions. An innocent joke told at a pub after too many
beers could become an ‘attempt at sabotage’ However, the exact description of
the would-be subversive activity allows us to replace it in its context — and assess
that it is usually much less of a genuine opposition to the regime that these agents
might have pretended it was.*

5. Finally, one central element of discourse is a strategy of silence: absolute silence
concerning Khrushchev’s Secret Speech; silence on the victims of political
repression and the Slansky trial. Any element that would question the rulers’
personal responsibilities was put aside to the profit of less compromising
discussions of a few acknowledged regime shortcomings (for instance, shortages).
In this, the reports faithfully reflect the official policy followed in 1956: turn the
page and do not look back; do not turn the ‘lessons of the twentieth Congress’ into
a pretext for unsettling questions about the past; allow criticism only if it respects
the previous two points.

Beyond these biases, the reports also reflect all sorts of whimsical rumours that
circulated among the population. The most absurd is a notice from Liberec that people
were rushing to buy vinegar to shield themselves against the nuclear bombs that they
feared would soon hit them.?? So how can we profit from this mass of reports while
keeping a critical mind? It is only possible by corroborating them with other sources:
reports from competing institutions, especially the Communist Party but also the
regular police, interviews made by Radio Free Europe at the time, the reports from
the French and American embassies in Prague, the official media, the media published
abroad by Czechoslovak exiles, Western media, as well as interviews that I carried out
with 1956 witnesses in the mid-1990s.* The elements emphasized here are the common
characteristics that appear in all sources. They are relatively homogenous throughout
the Czechoslovak territory and their input was apparently taken at face value by the
authorities — or at least I could not find suggestions that they were contested in any
way.

In the relationship between rulers and ruled, it is not only the rulers’ role
that must be re-evaluated. Sarah Davies reminds us that while dealing with
popular opinion it is time to ‘get away from the totalitarian insistence on the
atomised, voiceless masses ... Clearly, along the continuum from active consent
to active resistance/dissent were a range of heterogeneous positions.* The range of
behaviours was rarely absolute, and opposition to one aspect of the regime policy
did not preclude support for other aspects — an observation valid for authoritarian
regimes in general.”®
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Czechoslovakia in 1956

Our comparative dimension, together with an extensive knowledge of the historical
context, allows us to infer a few points: first and foremost, the vast majority of the
Czechoslovak public was shocked by the violence of the Hungarian insurrection. All
sources confirm this in almost identical terms, even when they are as ideologically
divergent as the official Czech press and Radio Free Europe.

Second, the StB informants played an effective mediating role between the rulers
and the ruled, as a hinge between the state apparatus and a society that fulfilled
its informational purpose by relaying popular concerns from the bottom up - this
doubtlessly is one of the keys of the regime’s stability all the way until 1989.

Third, the presence of the same informants, as well as of StB functionaries, also
effectively conveyed the limits of the dictatorship to the rest of the population in a
top-down direction. Their presence helped to clarify the rules in maintaining the
balance of the system of domination. Certain dissonances with the official policy and
narrative were tolerated as long as they remained vague: for instance, hoping that
the regime would soon collapse or the admiration of Czechoslovak citizens for the
Western world.

We can hence speak like historian Sandrine Kott of a ‘socialization of the state’ The
rule of the Communist Party must be analysed as an exchange, however unbalanced,
between those who exerted power and those who were submitted to it, but were by
no means devoid of any resources. In this Foucauldian view, the subject becomes a
(begrudging) social actor of the domination mechanism.*

Once the limits were known and accepted, the people did indeed participate in the
equilibrium of rule. On the one hand, the StB reports reveal the conforming strategy
of the population to the official linguistic repertoire and their acceptance of certain
symbolic representations of the regime, such as the red star. In fact, they even ‘re-
appropriated’ the propaganda, made it ‘work for their own purposes, selected those
aspects of it which corresponded with their own beliefs, while rejecting others’” On
the other hand, the reports show that official propaganda also internalized certain
cultural and even nationalist elements that pleased the public ear. In this way, a
form of social contract was born in which both parties sent certain signals of social
collusion to the other side and found a common language. Values at the top and
at the bottom thus did not necessarily clash. On the contrary, Inkeles and Bauer
observe in The Soviet Citizen (as cited by Sarah Davies) that ‘there is a general marked
congruence between popular values and the goals the system purports to pursue’ The
conflicts, concludes Davies, ‘emerge only when the regime fails to implement these
values®

In 1956, there was no conflict. This chapter’s main argument is that the lack of
protest, or what some contemporary actors coined the passivity of the Czechoslovak
population, only concealed its absence of major disagreement with the communist
regime, as well as a form of approval for the benefits it had to offer; most people
wished for the hasty demise of communism and the return of democracy, but their
standard of living meant they had something to lose and were therefore not prone to
taking risks.
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StB files on 1956

I first had access to these documents in Hungary in 1994 in the archives of the
Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs - long before they were made available in the
Czech Republic. Indeed, post-1989 Hungary and Czechoslovakia had exchanged their
secret police files on 1956 in Czechoslovakia and 1968 in Hungary. I photocopied them
extensively, and in this chapter I still use the Hungarian archival classification. A few
thousand pages of documents on Czechoslovakia in 1956 were divided into eleven
files, the first of which came from the Czechoslovak Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the
next nine from the Ministry of the Interior and the last from the Central Committee.
This chapter mostly deals with the nine files coming from the Ministry of the Interior.
As mentioned earlier, their aim was to account for the mood of the population.? The
officials feared that the Hungarian revolution or the Polish events might lead the
Czechoslovak population to try to overthrow the regime.

Authorities at all levels intuitively conceived of these reports as genuine public
opinion polls, although they of course never bothered to reflect on the methodological
assumptions this would entail. The reports bear varying titles from day to day and from
district to district, suggesting a lack of centralized orders. Some bear no title, while
others are simply called ‘Situation, ‘Reactions to the Hungarian Events, ‘Reactions
among the Population to World Events’ and so on. But many, probably more than
half of them, use some variation of the term(s) ‘public opinion’ and/or ‘polling’:
‘Investigations of the Population’s Public Opinion, ‘Investigations of the Population’s
Public Opinion in Relation to the Events in Poland and Hungary, ‘Remarks on
the Public Opinion Poll, ‘Polling of the Reaction to the Polish Events, ‘Polling of
the Reactions to the Latest Events’ and so on. The StB functionaries clearly shared
the collective, unspoken belief that they were ‘polling public opinion’ The reports’
significance is magnified by the fact that their most fervent reader was none other
than First Secretary Antonin Novotny.*

I review first of all the so-called ‘cultural’ argument that was one of the main
explanatory schemes invoked at the time, both by pundits abroad and at home: it
would be in the nature of Czechs and even Slovaks not to act in any violent way, and
that is allegedly why nothing happened in Czechoslovakia in 1956. However, and this
is the second part of my argument, the people who did not support the communist
regime appeared quite capable of violent actions. Furthermore, there was a genuine
expectation among the population and even many officials that the regime was about
to collapse and democracy was to return. Why then did the regime not collapse? It is
mainly, as we see in the last and fourth part, due to the relatively high standard of living
of the population.

The red star issue
What were the Czechoslovak citizens talking about as the battle was raging in the

streets of Budapest? They had concerns of a very different nature than their fighting
neighbours; one of those was the fate of the red star, the archetypal communist symbol.
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Red stars adorned public buildings, as well as locomotives or busses, for instance. In
their April Resolutions, the students had already demanded that they be taken down,
just as they had demanded that the Soviet anthem not be played anymore at the end of
the daily radio and TV broadcasts.*® Symbols of Soviet domination and of a detested
regime for some, token of stability and progress for others, the red stars were vested
with a particular significance in 1956, especially as regards the tense relations between
Slovaks and Hungarians.

The reports tell us that the manager of a Slovak mechanical factory said, while
‘more or less laughing) that a Czechoslovak locomotive had been attacked on the
Hungarian side at the border station of Komarno in order to dismantle its red star.*”
A railway worker confirmed that he had also been coerced into taking down the red
star from his locomotive when he crossed into Hungary.** A Czechoslovak citizen back
from Hungary described the fact that the Red Star Hotel in Budapest had just been
rechristened the National Hotel, a piece of information sufficiently important in his
eyes to appear in prime position in his report.** A mason ended up in jail for having
criticized the wearing of a red star by a train conductor and for having promised to
him that it would soon be torn off his clothes as was happening during those days in
Hungary.”

The red star issue busied the minds of a group of travellers during a trip to
Hungary. They had gone to Lake Balaton on vacation and found themselves stranded
in Budapest on 23 October 1956, at the time when the revolution broke out. According
to written accounts, most of them were terrified and secluded themselves in their
hotel while awaiting a chance to go home - very few went out to see what was going
on. According to several testimonies, the women were crying and the participants in
the excursion were so nervous that they kept their national flag cautiously displayed
on the hotel tables at which they sat to kill the time.*® Bitter comments followed the
refusal of the Czechoslovak embassy to secure their repatriation. The travellers did
not seize this unexpected chance to flee to the West: only two out of the fifty-three
passengers (members of the Hungarian minority in Slovakia who had relatives in
Budapest) refused to go back to Czechoslovakia.”” A long justification seemed
necessary to each of the participants interviewed by the StB upon return in order to
explain why the driver took down the red star from their bus and replaced it with a
white flag.?®

The subjective impression left by the debriefings back home (tone, vocabulary,
expressed disgust at the Hungarian revolutionary violence) is very similar to that of
other contemporary sources (newspapers, newsreels, interviews led by Radio Free
Europe, reports from the French and the American embassies). We cannot know, on
the basis of these police archives, if the people who claimed to support the regime
really did support it, but it is clear that they went to great pains to have the regime
believe so. In terms of collective mobilization - or absence thereof - it amounts to the
same.

It appears that a large number of these travellers belonged to the Hungarian
minority in Slovakia; if it is any indication, I could find mention of only seventy-two
arrests among Slovak Hungarians throughout the Hungarian revolution (mostly for
having sung the Hungarian national anthem while inebriated).”
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Discussing the passivity of the Czechs

Why would Czechs and Slovaks be so concerned with protecting communist
symbols? Interestingly enough, a majority of the population and among them, many
a communist, anticipated that the regime would soon come to an end. Some expected
the collapse would take place within five days, others the following week, others still
before the end of the year. But not many people believed this regime was there to last.

Philosopher Jan Sokol was an apprentice in the 1950s. He befriended an older
worker. One day, the latter took him to a hangar and revealed to him his secret plan
against the communist regime: he was building, piece by piece, a moving van. He put
all his love into this handiwork, the vehicle’s bodywork was smooth and polished, the
paint shining and new. A bemused Sokol asked him why he was doing this. The answer
was instructive: ‘It’s very simple! When it breaks out, people will want to move! I will be
ready and in two hours, I am out in the street’* Getting ready to move the communists
out and the expropriated people back into their homes, this man was preparing for the
return of democracy.

The StB, the secret police, took a poll in a Slovak town that revealed that 70 per cent
of the people expected the regime to come to an end soon.*! This figure is consistent
with other reports and testimonies. A number of small citizens were even preparing
to reopen their small businesses once democracy was re-established. A former Slovak
Hungarian merchant had already bought a house in his small town’s main street to
settle his two sons. One was to open a hairdressing salon and the other a drugstore.*?
Czech medical doctors were also looking forward to reopening their private
practices. A barman pictured himself at the head of his future coffee house.* Others
exasperated officials with their attitude; a miner, for instance, allegedly walked around
all day smiling and ‘picturing to himself the overthrowing of the regime.* Political
prisoners also expected the imminent collapse of the regime. Eduard Goldstiicker, the
first ambassador to Israel and communist leader who was imprisoned until the end of
1955, recounted that the jailed democrats had spent their time discussing how much
the Americans would give them as compensation for each day spent in jail; they were
also preparing a list of future government ministers.*

In official ranks, the celebration of two anniversary dates was expected to provide
an unwelcome opportunity for trouble: the creation of Czechoslovakia on 28 October*’
and the Great October Revolution on 7 November.* Police units were put on
maximum alert. But the political activism of the population appeared feeble: according
to historian Jifi Pernes, a group of people had prepared a demonstration on Wenceslas
Square for 28 October; but because the weather changed for the worse and it started to
rain, no one attended, not even the organizers.*

The Politburo archives hold another recap report from the Ministry of Interior
concerning the so-called ‘anti-state activities’ of students.” A few of them were accused
of storing weapons and explosive bullets, preparing to attack policemen and spreading
subversive periodicals. In reality, this ‘enemy activity’ seems to have consisted mainly
of listening to Radio Free Europe and criticizing the regime in closed circles. Out of
the thirty-five people cited, thirty-four already were under arrest.”’ Everything was
under control.
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Few people were willing to openly defy the regime. While they expected the regime
to fall soon, they were not personally prepared to fight to bring this about. One of
the favourite scenarios circulating among the populace smelled of oranges. Jan Sokol
describes it as follows: ‘We used to say, the Americans have a special gas, they will
release it overnight, and in the morning we will wake up, there will be an orange smell
and the Americans will be here. You can imagine how revolutionary the mood was!™*
American diplomats had also heard of the orange gas scenario and wrote the

following telegram to Washington:

On June 18 (the Czechoslovak newspaper) Mlada Fronta carried article
endeavoring ridicule rumor current in Czecho(slovakia) that Am(erican)s will
liberate Czecho(slovakia) July 10 and that preceding their arrival there will be
smell of oranges in the air which lethal for all except for those who immediately
suck lump of sugar. Those who do so will fall asleep for two days and wake up ‘in
the Am(erican) paradise of freedom’. According article rumor originated ... from
‘fiction re smell of oranges put out by V(oice)O(f)A(merica) itself’*

Nor were they amused by their long-term impression that the Czechoslovak population
was defeatist and unwilling to do anything more than await the return of the American
army.**

The American diplomats were annoyed for good reasons; this reference and other
similar cases show that Voice of America, as well as Radio Free Europe and probably
other Western channels, were not immune to propagating baseless rumours and
gossip. It confirms, as Rosamund Johnston’s chapter in this volume shows, that the
Czechoslovak population did listen to them; but it also relativizes the quality of these
Western broadcasts, which at times led the populations to believe false news, for
instance the imminent intervention of the American army in Hungary.>

Meanwhile, in his ‘Observations on the Limpness of the Czechoslovak People,
Ambassador Briggs made in his unique, flowery style reference to

the early impression reported therein that notwithstanding widespread opposition
to Communist domination, the citizens of Czechoslovakia do not appear to be
the stuff from which revolutions are made ... The foregoing is not to say that the
Czechs are unpatriotic or incapable of resistance, but that their resistance appears
to be of a passive, slow-burning nature, consistent perhaps with the circumstances
of their history during the past three centuries, but producing few seeds likely to
sprout as dragon’s teeth into an army capable of throwing off their present slavery.*

The Czechs and Slovaks secretly recorded by the StB in 1956 could not have agreed
more. As a former Czech merchant expressed it, he personally would not want to
dirty his hands, ‘others would do it’*” According to a Slovak colleague, the system was
to collapse by itself ‘just like a house of cards’® A worker from a chemical factory
judged that the Czechs were ‘too cowardly’ to act like in Hungary.*® Yet another worker
thought that the Czechs would be the last ones to break away from the Soviets because
they were ‘opportunists’ and did not want to risk anything.®® A former shopkeeper and

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 110 @ 23-06-2018 15:26:59



®

Perceptions of Society in Czechoslovak Secret Police Archives 111

an employee viewed the Czechs as ‘old grandmas’ as opposed to the Hungarian ‘lads’®

A railroad worker said he had heard on the Swiss radio that the Czechs, as a ‘cultured’
nation, would be among the last to get rid of communism.®

We can find the harshest criticism of this Czechoslovak aloofness in a Swiss
newspapetr, as reported by the French embassy:

The Journal de Genéve Bonn correspondent has no qualms about speaking of a
genuine ‘moral treason’” of the Czechoslovak people, who are making the best of
the Soviet tutelage as they had of the Nazi occupation. Mr Georges Blum claims
that even the Prague government was surprised by the conformism of Czech
opinion during the recent events. During a demonstration of faithfulness to
the Soviet Union, the Soviet Ambassador, Mr Grishin, was allegedly cheered by
250,000 demonstrators. ‘Prague remains the last bastion of Stalinism, concludes
this journalist.®®

Please let someone else do the job

This ‘national character’ stereotype even permeated the relations between Czechs and
Slovaks and served to justify contradictory opinions, be it the passivity of the Czechs,
the passivity of the Slovaks or the alleged hazardousness of would-be ‘hot-blooded
people, that is, Slovaks in the eyes of the Czechs and Hungarians in the eyes of the
Slovaks. The most extravagant rumours were circulating, all confirming that things
were about to start. In Slovakia, people were saying that arms and munitions were
already being distributed to the Czechs but that their own secret police forces were
holding the situation too tightly for the Slovaks to join them.®* A haulage contractor
assured his colleagues that the atmosphere was starting to ‘rot’ in the Czech lands and
the people over there were rebelling.®® A Slovak citizen coming back from a trip deemed
the atmosphere in Brno ‘chaotic’; according to her, people were saying that Slovakia
was about to break away from the ‘historical provinces’ and they were convinced that a
new world war was about to break out and a monetary devaluation would take place.®
A former high-ranking functionary thought that things could break out in Bratislava
but that it would first begin in the Plzen region, before getting to Ostrava and then to
the border region with Slovakia.”

The Czechs did not want to be outdone. A former soldier, who had fought on the
Western front during the Second World War, was convinced that the troubles had
already started in Slovakia and that ‘it would soon begin, a hope shared by the two
persons he was speaking t0.® A social security employee, who doubted the ‘Czech
worker’ could get interested in anything but his ‘well-being’ and ‘the contents of his
plate; nevertheless thought that ‘something’ could happen in Slovakia.®” A peasant was
expecting ‘things’ to begin any day, but first in Slovakia since he judged the Slovaks to be
‘more courageous than the Czechs.” A Slovak member of the Communist Party who
was working in the Czech lands was already rejoicing about the upcoming restoration
of the Slovak state, unless Slovakia ‘reattach itself to Hungary’ and a ‘structure similar
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to the former Austria-Hungary’ be revived.”" A doctor judged that nothing could
happen in the Czech lands, for the ‘workers’ were ‘doing too well’; however, he thought
the ‘Communists’ feared that something might break out in Slovakia as the Slovaks
were known to be ‘hot-blooded’” And a so-called ‘kulak] disappointed by the outcome
in Hungary after the second Soviet intervention, was pinning all his remaining hopes
on the ‘troubles’ and the ‘riots, which he thought had just broken out in Slovakia. He
formulated a positive opinion on the Slovaks’ greater ability to act and deemed them
‘less indifferent’ than the Czechs.”

If some Czechs, who harboured hostile feelings towards the communist regime,
counted on the Slovaks to take the initiative of an open resistance movement, others,
more supportive of communism, displayed on the contrary ill feelings and nagging
suspicions of Slovak separatism. A technician in a big industrial complex thus feared
that the Slovaks would try to take advantage of the Hungarian situation to break away
from the Czechs; according to him, the Hungarians had always had a big influence on
the Slovaks and knew how to ‘impress’ them.™ A restaurant employee declared that the
Slovaks were as ‘vicious” as the Hungarians and it would not be hard to lead them to
‘ill-considered provocations’”® A coal miner, who did not belong to any political party,
assessed that the Slovaks were ‘hot-blooded’ and unreliable since, for them, ‘[wartime
fascist leader] Tiso was the greatest, in his time everyone was doing fine and everyone
held this period in esteem’’ According to a priest, if ‘something’ were to happen, it
would begin in Slovakia; one could always go there but with no assurance of coming
back alive.””

The opinion expressed on the Hungarian and Polish situation allows us to gauge
the feelings towards the regime: hostile to the Poles and the Hungarians, favourable to
the regime; favourable to the Poles and the Hungarians, hostile to the regime. In these
archives, approximately 80 per cent of the testimonies that expressed sympathy for the
Hungarians also hoped that communism would soon come to an end in Czechoslovakia.
A similar proportion of those who expressed their disgust at the spilled blood, the
would-be ‘bestiality’ of the Hungarians (the contemporary expression) or violence in
general simultaneously manifested their support for the regime. Testimonies concur
on the fact that the image of Hungarian communists or secret police functionaries
hanging from Budapest lamp posts dissuaded people, even those who were unhappy;,
from rebelling against the communist regime. The following letter from a wife to her
conscript husband posted in Slovakia, seized during a control of the post, appears
particularly representative:

Olina B. wrote to Antonin B. from Liberec: Hungary wants to take back Slovakia
to recreate Greater Hungary. I am so afraid for you, afraid that you will be sent to
war and that we are separated, maybe forever. Even if there are many problems
here, many shortfalls, we are doing quite well and I would not want us to get into
a fratricidal fight like in Hungary. Mommy also says that the worst would be if we
started to fight among ourselves. You know how much I hate to go to meetings
but yesterday we went there to discuss the international situation. A gentleman
spoke about his children, about war, he said he had a baby that was only a few
weeks old, that he would have to resign himself to war, rationing, bombs, and
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people applauded him. We had tears in our eyes. I think, and I realized that anew
yesterday, that even if we all, including me, are dissatisfied, we would go and
defend our Republic weapon in hand.”

Hostile feelings towards the Hungarian revolution

One of the other reasons why part of the Czechoslovak audience, after an initial
favourable feeling, failed to entirely sympathize with the Hungarian revolution is
because it was shocked by the violence of the insurrection. A Czech conscript wrote to
his mother that the Hungarians were ‘so vicious’ that they could be mistaken for ‘wild
beasts’ or ‘SS men’ According to him, certain fascist elements’ had killed guards and
carried their heads around on pikes. His conclusion was: ‘Either they will get me or I
will get them. We are all watching the border with these thoughts in mind.” From two
workers” point of view, the Hungarian revolutionaries were ‘clearly fascists’ in view of
their ‘brutality’ The two were hoping that the borders were going to be hermetically
sealed, so that no ‘criminal’ could escape to the West.*® A former shopkeeper claimed
in a pub in front of many people that considering what the ‘members of various gangs’
had committed in Hungary, a ‘real barbarism, it was high time to ‘concretely speak’ of
‘hanging and other punishments of the counter-revolutionaries’® A former functionary
of the Socialist-National Party wondered privately how the Hungarians could ‘murder
in such a brutal way’. He prayed that God ‘keep us from something similar happening
here’®? A priest remarked that he could not approve of the “fratricidal chaos’ reigning
in Hungary and that the ‘bestialities perpetrated over there’ did not ‘ask for comment’*®
The wife of a man who had been jailed for ‘stealing national property’ stigmatized the
‘counter-revolutionary putsch in Hungary’ for its ‘savagery’; she displayed her support
for the Red Army’s intervention.®

A former member of the Socialist-National Party opined that every sensible person
had to condemn the ‘bestiality of the reactionary forces on innocent victims in
Hungary. However, he was thanking in his mind the said ‘reaction’ for having ‘shown
its true face, adding that it would henceforth not be possible anymore to find anyone
who would ‘like to go back to the old days’® A coal miner also criticized the ‘bestiality’
which presided over Hungary and explained that, in contrast to his past habits, he was
now closely following the news since the ‘Czechs’ security’ was at stake. He expressed
his belief that the ‘capitalists’ were about to strike them, just like the Germans, and
beseeched God not to let them come back to Bohemia because they would ‘kill us all’®

The communist functionaries’ unpopularity
At the same time, the reports also show multiple expressions of bitterness or even
aggression towards representatives of the regime. This latent hostility focused on the

fate kept in store for communists and functionaries in the event of a sudden regime
overthrow. A brochure, seized during an inspection of the mail in Slovakia, called for
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the ‘death of judeo-bolshevism’ and the hanging of the ‘red dogs’®” A worker belonging
to the Hungarian minority in Slovakia, whose ‘Hungarian blood” was ‘boiling, was
preparing to hang the ‘dirty communists’ on acacias.® In a Czech tavern, a group of
‘reactionary oriented’ persons complained about the lack of trees on which they could
hang the communists.*” A worker urged his colleagues to finish as fast as possible the
construction of a hoist to use it as a hanging device for the communists.” Another
had prepared a candelabrum for the same purpose.”’ During the beetroot harvest, a
galvanized peasant woman (a so-called ‘kulak’) declared to the assembled company
that her cousin the butcher had already prepared the hooks on which to suspend the
communists and slit their throats.”? As for the inhabitants of Lesenice, they discussed
among themselves the order in which the local functionaries would be hanged in case
of a regime overthrow like in Hungary. The first ones were to be the mayor, the leader
of the local Communist Party organization and the head of production at the local
co-op.” In any case, many people insisted they would be the ‘first’ to assassinate the
communists.*

In this context, it is not surprising that representatives of the communist regime felt
rather nervous. Some, like a medical doctor, decided to ‘keep a low profile’ until the
situation quieted down.” Others, like a priest, feared they would be excommunicated
for having ‘collaborated with the communists’®® Others still, like a functionary, worked
on installing bars on his window because according to him, 10,000 functionaries had
been killed in Hungary and he feared for his life.” A former member of the Communist
Party was terrified by what he believed to be a pending regime change, as he thought
even former members would be assassinated.”® A shop manager urged a bookstore
sales assistant to stop ‘compromising him’ by sending him ‘political literature’ and
recommended she stop selling any as ‘it could break out here before dawn’*

Zdenék Kopecky’s testimony is coherent with this representation of the situation in
the country. As a former democrat who was in prison in 1956 during the Hungarian
revolution, he noticed that the wardens seemed to have ‘lost faith in the Soviet Union.
Several of them were verbally assaulted while going to work in the morning with
threats like ‘just wait, the same will happen to you as in Hungary, you will all be hanged
or shot’ One prison guard even turned to one of his fellow prisoners who was cleaning
the corridors and asked him: ‘Listen Krejci, is it true that you will all hang us when it
breaks out?™%

The importance of the standard of living

The example of the people who did not support communism shows that the reluctance
to use violence was not actually an issue. If one looks back on the first years of the
communist regime and remembers that 10,000 people took to the streets of Brno in
1951 because their Christmas bonuses had been curtailed,’ or that the monetary
devaluation of 1953 caused riots in Plzen,'** the ‘anti-violence cultural component’
pales in comparison to the socio-economical argument. Czechoslovaks indeed had no
reason to become violent. After the 1953 downfall, the economy was on the rise. The
American diplomats noticed the extent to which the regime was willing to compromise
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with the population on this matter after 1953, increasing the tempo of price reductions,
salary raises and other efforts to keep the shops well supplied.'”® According to US
academic experts, the pre-war standard of living was recovered around 1955 - as
opposed to the end of the 1950s in Poland and supposedly 1963 in Hungary. Besides,
the pre-war level was significantly higher in Czechoslovakia.'**

American diplomats noticed how this apparent harmony between the regime and
the population translated into unexpected aspects of everyday life. They ironically
dubbed the return of Santa Claus at Christmas 1956 ‘the event of the year’ (more
precisely the return of Saint Nicholas, the cultural equivalent of Santa Claus for
Central European countries — even though he comes earlier in December). According
to the disillusioned diplomats, the disappearance of the Soviet Father Frost, whom the
regime had attempted to impose on the country in the previous years, was yet another
concession to the population after lowering prices and keeping the shops well stocked.
The objective, of course, was to prevent the propagation of the Polish and Hungarian
situation: ‘We can thus claim without exaggeration that the Hungarian revolt brought
about the demise of Father Frost'®

The economic expert of the French embassy confirms that the shops had been
‘better and better supplied” since 1955 and that the products’ quality was ‘improving)
that employees’ birthdays and name days were celebrated with wine and pastries at
work, the population was better groomed, the automobile traffic had densified to the
point of creating a few traffic jams at the end of weekends and the population had a
few savings. He concluded even before the 1956 Hungarian revolution and the show
of inertia on the Czech side: “These various aspects tend to prove that the population
is not “unhappy.”'%

The Czechoslovak citizens themselves were very much aware of their privileged
economic situation as an explanation of the calm prevailing in their country. If their
standard of living was much higher than in Poland or Hungary, was it worth fighting?
A so-called ‘kulak’ was of the opinion that this regime was ‘bad’ but no, it was not
worth trying to fight like in Hungary.'”” A priest preferred ‘a bit of repression’ to ‘glory
on dead bodies’ in the streets and in the fields."®® A small landowner commented that
freedom of speech would not help him in any way if it meant he had nothing to eat
anymore.'” One of his colleagues proclaimed that the Czechs had a higher standard
of living than the Poles and the Hungarians, and that they had as well more culture,
which is why the situation was different in their country.'°

To a wide majority, these material assets appeared substantial enough to deter them
from any inconsiderate action and they put up with the regime while awaiting better
days - especially since they believed that the communist regimes would all soon fall.

Conclusion
Most Czechs and Slovaks would have favoured democracy over communism; they
were looking forward to the impending demise of the communist regime; but they did

acknowledge its credentials in terms of welfare and well-being, and chose to profit from
them in the meantime. To paraphrase Ian Kershaw on the Bavarian population during
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Nazism, the ‘muddled majority’ were neither full-hearted communists nor outright
opponents. Their attitudes betrayed all at once ‘signs of ideological penetration and
yet show the clear limits of propaganda manipulation’''! Mainly, they followed their
economic interest.

Moreover, the StB reports indicate that the 1956 events strengthened the hold
of the Communist Party on society. Prior to and after the communist takeover,
its influence had been prominent, indeed massive; in 1946, party leader Klement
Gottwald had scored a large victory and the Czechoslovak Communist Party was
the most popular actor on the democratic political front, earning 38 per cent of the
votes. By the end of 1948, it was congregating in its ranks 2.5 million members, that
is, no less than one Czechoslovak adult out of three, that is to say, and this is never
emphasized enough, more than 49 per cent of the active Czech population.'? In
relation to its population, the Czechoslovak Communist Party had twice as many
members as in Hungary and almost four times more than in Poland.'" If it certainly
does not mean that there were as many convinced communists, it does point to the
fact that there were as many people who were willing to pretend, at least to a certain
extent, to support the regime.

If such a high proportion of the adult population was enrolled into the Communist
Party and if we additionally take into account the 150,000 or so persons who are said
to have been, at one point or another, collaborators of the secret police (StB) between
1948 and 1968,"* we must conclude that the communists had concentrated impressive
power in their hands. The system self-sustained this so-called ‘popular support’: when
one became a party member, one was under a considerable amount of pressure to
support its policies. Members had to attend demonstrations, ‘voluntary’ socialist
brigades and militant meetings, or even to ‘offer’ extra working hours for causes like
the Korean War or the fight against American barbarism.!> Fear, opportunism and
conviction were the mixed feelings that constituted the cement of a finely supervised
‘popular enthusiasm’. Despite the purges that affected the Czechoslovak Communist
Party like all other communist parties, its membership rate remained far higher than
that of other ‘popular democracies.''® In 1962, Czechoslovakia still had 17.8 per cent
of its adult population enrolled, against 7.6 per cent in Poland and 7.1 per cent in
Hungary.'”

Vice versa, these reports unquestionably show that the official propaganda
successfully instrumentalized certain cultural and even nationalistic traits."® This is
especially true for the Czechs, with their traditional emphasis on egalitarianism and
their tendency to national self-definition in terms of ‘culture. If there is anything like a
Czech reticence to use violence, communist propaganda embodied it.

Finally, the out-and-out divergence of interests between the Czechoslovak, Polish
and Hungarian societies in 1956 could not be better illustrated than by the fact that
during the few revolutionary weeks in Hungary and Poland, the support for the
communist regime in Czechoslovakia was mingled with an expression of patriotism.
The Hungarians and the Poles were fighting to redeem their national consciousness at
the expense of a communist regime perceived as the symbol of Soviet domination; by
contrast, despite its dictatorial attributes and its definite unpopularity, the Czechoslovak
communist regime was awarded a new legitimacy.
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As hinted earlier, the 1956 events, or lack thereof as far as Czechoslovakia was
concerned, established for decades to come the basis of what we may now coin an
unspoken, but effective, ‘reasonable exercise of the dictatorship of the proletariat. In
1952, the regime led by Klement Gottwald had explicitly distanced itself from the worst
excesses of Stalinism by hanging Slansky and his peers. After the 1953 monetary reform
disaster, seizing the opportunity provided by the new Soviet post-Stalinist policy, it
reaffirmed its commitment to satisfy workers, as well as larger strata of the population,
in economic, cultural and recreational matters. Now, in 1956, it exhibited a certain
tolerance for dissenting popular opinion as long as it remained vague and abstract -
while ruthlessly nipping in the bud anything resembling concrete opposition. These
characteristics were to define the exercise of the communist dictatorship all the way
until 1989. The rulers and the ruled had come to a certain modus vivendi - predicated
on an excellent knowledge of the state of popular opinion by the rulers, itself the result
of a considerable level of popular collaboration with the secret police.

To paraphrase Wendy Goldman on denunciations, these practices of domination
were not the doing of a ‘system’ but of concrete people, of abroad popular participation.'
Bringing to the fore the ‘human agents of terror’ might make it a ‘history without
heroes™? but it is describing a profoundly human behaviour.
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Crises and the Creation of Institutions for
Assessing Popular Consumption Preferences in
Communist Bulgaria (1953-1970)

Martin K. Dimitrov

Communist regimes exemplify the concept of a ‘shortage economy’' The standard
interpretation is that these regimes did not aim to satisfy the consumption preferences
of the population,® ruling instead through repression of the masses.’ This received
wisdom has been challenged both by early scholarship that emphasized the decline
in repression within post-Stalinist regimes* and by subsequent studies of the socialist
social contract,” which argued that citizens would remain quiescent for as long as
the regime provided them with stable access to jobs, housing, welfare benefits and,
importantly, consumer goods.

The collapse of communist regimes led to an archival revolution that allowed
scholars to assess the validity of arguments that were made without access to primary
sources. Recent archival studies have confirmed the insights of the earlier literature
concerning the importance that communist regimes attached to satisfying the
consumption preferences of the population.® Research on ‘welfare dictatorships’ has
validated Vaclav Havel’s astute observation that late socialism ‘has been built on the
foundations laid by the historical encounter between dictatorship and the consumer
society’’

This chapter complements the findings of the recent literature on consumption by
focusing on two interrelated questions that allow us to shed light on the political logic
of socialist consumption. It addresses the following puzzles: When do communist
regimes start paying attention to the consumer preferences of the population, and how
do they find out what these preferences are? This reflection allows us to shed light
on the origins of the institutions that supplied the top leadership with information
about popular opinion. The chapter engages with this issue by focusing on the case
of communist Bulgaria. It relies primarily on the rich collections of the Central State
Archive (TsDA) and the State Security Archive (AMVR and KRDOPBGDSRSBNA-M).
The study contributes to the literature on welfare in autocracies,® as well as to the
rapidly expanding literature on durable authoritarianism.’
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This chapter is chiefly concerned with how unanticipated crises may lead to the
creation of institutions that can supply the leadership with information on brewing
discontent. As I have argued elsewhere,'® communist regimes distinguish between
overt (visibly expressed) and latent discontent. In the view of communist regime
insiders, overt discontent stems from unaddressed latent discontent.!' In turn,
frustrated consumption preferences are a key trigger of latent discontent.’? In this
understanding, which emerged gradually as communist regimes survived and learned
from various unexpected crises, establishing institutions for assessing consumer
discontent (and using the information they collected to defuse this discontent) was
essential for maintaining regime stability.”*

This chapter argues that a confluence of domestic and international crises in
the first half of 1953 forced the Bulgarian party-state to focus on placating unrest
by satisfying the consumption preferences of the population. The period from
the second half of 1953 until 1962 was characterized by an increased awareness
(strengthened by the 1956 events in Hungary and Poland) that assessing and
satisfying popular consumption preferences can form the wellspring of regime
stability. The closure of the Lovech camp in 1962 marked the end of de-Stalinization
and the definitive transition to a low-repression equilibrium that enabled the
creation of the institutions needed for the systematic collection of information on
popular discontent in general and on frustrated consumer preferences in particular.
The most useful mechanism for evaluating consumer preferences was the analysis
of information that was voluntarily transmitted to the regime through citizen
complaints. The institutions for assessing popular discontent were largely in place
prior to 1968, but the Czechoslovak crisis helped convince the leadership that the
information on consumption preferences they generated had to be proactively used
to prevent expressions of system-destabilizing mass discontent similar to those that
emerged in the GDR and Czechoslovakia in 1953, in Poland and Hungary in 1956,
and following the August 1968 invasion in Czechoslovakia. This chapter argues that
although domestic political processes also played a role in sensitizing power-holders
in Bulgaria to the importance of attending to popular consumption preferences,
the main impetus came from the external crises that beset various countries in the
Eastern Bloc between 1953 and 1968.

Part I: A growing awareness of consumption preferences,
1953-1962

By 1953 the Bulgarian Communist Party had overseen nearly a decade of harsh
repression that had allowed it to identify and neutralize the most serious organized
threats to its rule. In adopting a Stalinist governance model, however, the party and
State Security had ignored popular consumption preferences. In the very rare cases
when consumer demands were reflected in party or State Security reporting, they were
presented as instances of enemy activity.'* As this part of the chapter will demonstrate,
the death of Stalin in March 1953 unleashed pent-up discontent in Bulgaria and
elsewhere in the Eastern Bloc. This discontent forced the Bulgarian leadership to
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contemplate a new, less-repressive governance model that relied on better information
and attended to the consumer expectations of the population.

The decade between March 1953 and the end of 1962 marked a new type of
governance in communist Bulgaria. However, as we shall see, the ongoing presence
of small-scale opposition to the regime prevented a complete transition to a low-
repression equilibrium. The cyclical flare-ups of repression in the 1950s meant that
levels of fear remained relatively high and precluded the establishment of institutions
that could systematically monitor consumer preferences and respond to them prior
to their expression as overt discontent. Although they signalled welcome change,
measures to satisfy popular consumption expectations prior to 1962 remained reactive
and episodic.

Unanticipated crises in the Eastern Bloc

The political vacuum created by the death of Stalin on 5 March 1953 resulted in a wave
of worker strikes throughout the Eastern Bloc. In Bulgaria, laid-off tobacco workers
in Plovdiv went on strike on 3-4 May 1953, protesting unemployment.'* There were
also strikes organized by textile workers in Khaskovo and preparations for a strike
in the Maritsa textile plant in Plovdiv later in 1953. In Czechoslovakia, the strike
wave began when thousands of workers in the Skoda factory in Plzefi protested on 1
June 1953 the higher food prices that had resulted from a currency redenomination."”
Additional strikes took place in various cities in Bohemia and Moravia."® Largest in
scale, the East German strike wave came last. It started on 17 June 1953 in Berlin and
engulfed fourteen of the fifteen provinces [Bezirke] of the GDR. Up to one million
East German workers were protesting the increase in prices for staples, which was
announced at the same time when higher work norms and lower pay for industrial
workers were introduced.” Part of the reason for the larger size of the German uprising
was that the border to West Berlin was still open and citizens believed in the possibility
of a German reunification. The uprising was quelled with the help of Soviet troops
which led to the killing of dozens of protesters.?’

These instances of unrest had several commonalities. One is that in the GDR and
Bulgaria they came as a surprise for the party and for State Security, both of which
lacked the sophisticated institutions needed for evaluating the popular mood and for
producing accurate warnings of trends in latent discontent that may lead to the rise
of overt discontent.” The second commonality was that lacking those institutions of
anticipatory governance, the East European regimes reacted to the surprise eruptions
of discontent in the same way — namely, by deploying brute and sometimes deadly
force. The final similarity is that the long-term response of power-holders to these
episodes of regime crisis consisted of a two-pronged strategy of consumer concessions
and establishing institutions that could help improve access to information. We
should clarify that protests transmit information about popular discontent, but they
also threaten regime stability. For this reason communist regimes needed to develop
institutions that allowed them to detect latent discontent prior to its expression as
overt discontent. These institutions (most effective of which is the analysis of citizen

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 125 @ 23-06-2018 15:27:00



®

126 Perceptions of Society in Communist Europe

complaints) allow for the routinized collection of information on popular discontent
and for stable anticipatory governance, in contrast to the ad hoc retrospective
governance that was resorted to following surprise mass eruptions of discontent like
the ones that occurred in the GDR or Bulgaria in 1953.

Consumer concessions

Consumer concessions were expressed primarily through a lowering of prices in the
weeks and months following the strikes. In Bulgaria, the key concessions involved
forgiveness of unfulfilled procurement targets for various agricultural goods, as well as
improving the quality and lowering the price of bread.”> Both of these measures were
consistent with popular expectations, as revealed through rumours registered by the
party in the summer of 1953.2 Other policies involved the payment of compensation
to small owners of property nationalized in 1947-1950 and reducing the tax burden
imposed on craftsmen and itinerant peddlers [ambulantni turgovtsi].** The remaining
concessions that came in response to the protests of 1953 were unveiled in early 1954,
when the leadership announced its goals for the second five-year plan. In January,
general secretary of the Bulgarian Communist Party Vulko Chervenkov proclaimed
that the chief task for the second five-year plan was the rapid improvement in the
standard of living of workers. Specifically, as in all the other countries of the bloc,
starting with the Soviet Union (Malenkov), this included higher salaries, price
reductions and increases in the quality and variety of consumer goods.”” The details of
these promises were further clarified in the draft directive of the Sixth Party Congress,
which took place in March 1954. This document outlined ambitious targets for
improving the well-being of ordinary citizens by raising the quality and variety of food
products, shoes and apparel, as well as by increasing the amount of housing stock and
enhancing the quality of municipal services.*

Another round of policies aimed at improving the standard of living were
unveiled in 1956, just like in Czechoslovakia.”” At the April Plenum, the party initially
announced a lowering of prices and an increase in salaries and pensions, as well as a
two-hour reduction of the Saturday working hours.? Further details on the increase in
salaries were provided in December 1956, following the events in Poland and Hungary
earlier that year.” By the end of 1956, Bulgaria had instituted pensions for members
of collective farms (this did not occur in the Soviet Union until 1964), had limited the
state procurement targets and raised the procurement prices for agricultural goods,
had increased the amount of the monthly child subsidy and had lowered the price of
food in workplace canteens.*® These policies were consistent with popular concerns, as
communicated to the leadership through anonymous leaflets,” citizen letters** and in a
report prepared by Khristo Radevski, who at the time was chief secretary of the Union of
Bulgarian Writers.*® A report by Prime Minister Anton Iugov explicitly acknowledged
the role of the Polish and Hungarian events in stimulating regime efforts to improve
the standard of living and to eliminate unemployment.** The cumulative effect of the
policies implemented in 1953-1956 was to send a strong signal that the party took the
consumption preferences of the population seriously.
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These measures reflected a new understanding that popular discontent was
directly linked to frustrated consumption preferences, as revealed by an October 1956
instruction to the heads of the provincial offices of the Ministry of the Interior, which
drew their attention to the activation of the enemy contingent, whose members were
emboldened by ‘certain difficulties in the provision of bread” and called for anti-regime
activities similar to those in Poland and Hungary.*® Western diplomats had a similar
understanding of the connection between consumption and discontent. According
to an August 1957 report of British Ambassador Richard Speaight, the new policies
reflected decisive government efforts to deflect calls for political liberalization through
material concessions.*

The available evidence indicates that, at least as far as big cities were concerned,
there occurred a rapid improvement in the quality and variety of consumer goods
immediately after 1956.*” The opening of the Central Department Store [Tsentralen
universalen magazin or TsUM] in 1957 in Sofia stood as a concrete physical
manifestation of the new emphasis on consumption. Western diplomats noted the
relative abundance of goods in the capital. In a report from August 1957, Ambassador
Speaight observed that the availability and variety of goods in the stores had improved
by comparison with the previous year.”® In a November 1960 report, his successor
Ambassador Lincoln noted that communist rule had led to an improvement in the
standard of living.*

State Security and Western diplomats reached identical assessments of the political
effects of improved access to consumer goods. According to State Security, regime
efforts to enhance the quality of food served in worker canteens, to raise salaries and to
increase the number of paid vacation days were very popular.* State Security opined
that the cumulative effect of these policies was increased loyalty to the regime, which
made it harder for foreign intelligence service to recruit informants in Bulgaria.*!
British Consul Mark Heath similarly remarked in a 1962 report that the increase in
consumer goods had reduced the level of popular discontent.** The agreement between
British diplomats and Bulgarian State Security analysts about the regime-sustaining
effects of policies aimed at promoting consumption is remarkable.

However, consumption preferences could not be consistently satisfied outside
the capital and a few of the largest cities. In the second half of the 1950s and
early 1960s, the party and State Security noted numerous instances of consumer
dissatisfaction. In the cities, securing an apartment remained a major source of
discontent.® In rural areas and small cities, shortages of various staples (and even
of bread) occurred.*

Improved access to information

The ongoing incidence of overt discontent throughout the 1953-1962 period highlights
the importance of information gathering aimed at detecting latent discontent prior
to its transformation into an overt one.* This information allows for proactive,
anticipatory governance. In the absence of such information, governance remains
reactive, haphazard, ad hoc and geographically uneven.
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Therefore, the second long-term strategy in response to the events of 1953 involved
efforts to use better information gathering to prevent the rise of future crises. As far as
the Communist Party was concerned, this meant that the Central Committee required
lower-level party offices to send weekly reports analysing the popular mood and
enumerating instances of excessive violence.* With regard to State Security, the need
for improved information gathering meant conducting a thorough assessment of the
quality of its informants.

In an attempt to increase the quality of the collected information, in November
1953 the Bulgarian Politburo took the unusual step of issuing an order to State Security
to reduce the size of the informant network by one-third and to stop the ‘harmful
practice of indiscriminate recruitment of informants’*” This decision was made in
light of a report to the Politburo by the minister of the interior, which stated that
indiscriminate recruitment had lowered the overall quality and effectiveness of the
informant network.* Following the Politburo decision, all informants were evaluated
and those whose work was deemed unsatisfactory were excluded from the secret
police ranks over the course of the following year.* The clean-up was so extensive
that in some areas of Bulgaria up to half of the existing informants were terminated.
As I have argued elsewhere,” the archival records reveal that citizens were recruited
through two main channels: blackmail and voluntary cooperation. A concern that too
many informants were recruited through blackmail was expressed as early as 1946;
for example, one State Security report stated that ‘we need to learn how to recruit
through more flexible methods ... open blackmail is naturally not always an effective
method’”" Nevertheless, an assessment of the informant network in 1950 indicated
that 54 per cent of its members were still recruited through blackmail.** Efforts to
increase voluntary cooperation continued throughout the 1950s; most effective in
this regard were instructions to use blackmail only in exceptional cases.” What was
even more important for increasing voluntary cooperation was a general decline in
repression.

A relaxation of repression favours better information gathering. Although the
general 1953-1955 trend pointed towards such relaxation, the Communist Party was
not yet ready everywhere to make a complete switch to a new type of governance under
alow-repression equilibrium. Several signs point to the ongoing presence of significant
dissent. One was anti-communist leaflets and slogans in Bulgaria, which were detected
before 1953 as well, but became more numerous after the strike wave began; these
leaflets (some of which were produced domestically and others dropped by planes and
air balloons flying over the country) provided information to Bulgarians about the
events in the Eastern Bloc and urged them to follow the example of their Czechoslovak,
East German, Hungarian and Polish brethren.* The second trend was that although no
new goriani armed resistance groups emerged after the first half of 1953, remnants of
the movement and its sympathizers persisted until 1955.° Finally, after a brief hiatus
in 1951-1954 (instituted in response to peasant riots), forced land collectivization
resumed in 1955, which led to renewed sporadic acts of resistance.*® For these reasons,
the Polish and Hungarian upheavals of 1956 provided a welcome pretext for a domestic
crackdown on dissent in Bulgaria; in justifying its actions retrospectively, the party
claimed that had it not authorized harsh repression, Hungarian-style developments
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could have occurred in Bulgaria as well.”” State Security used the 1956 events as a
justification for expanding the size of the so-called ‘enemy contingent’ [vrazheski
kontingent] to include gypsies and vagrants [lumpeni] and for focusing on members of
the intelligentsia, youth and students.’® The reopening of the Belene camp at the end
of 1956 marked the beginning of an intensification of repression in 1957-1959 that
allowed the party to complete the task of identifying and eliminating small groups and
individuals opposed to the regime.

By the start of the 1960s, three factors had converged, enabling a transition from
mass repression to surveillance and targeted repression. The first was that the size
of the enemy contingent was becoming known. One measurable indicator of the
ability of State Security to establish control over it was the fact that the only serious
threats to the regime in the 1956-1968 period came from party insiders, rather than
from regime enemies outside the party: one was the Kufardzhiev-Varon letter to the
Central Committee in 1960, another Gorunia’s attempted pro-Maoist coup in 1965
and the third was Doktorov’s ‘second centre’ in the struggle against Zhivkov.® All
three were internal party splits that reflected the rise of factionalism but did not stem
from broader social opposition to the regime. This means that State Security had
successfully neutralized the opposition through continuous surveillance and selective
repression.

Although the process of cataloguing different groups of opponents started as early
as 1947,% it could not be completed until two other factors were in place: technical
sophistication and a high-quality informant network. Surprisingly considering
the paucity of resources, by the 1950s State Security in Bulgaria acquired access
to state-of-the-art surveillance technology that was used for telephone tapping,
audio and even video surveillance.®® These technologies were added to the more
traditional methods of human surveillance and mail control, thus giving State
Security considerable information about oppositional activities.®> However, the main
improvement that enabled the transition to surveillance was the enhanced quality of
the informant network, which made it possible for the regime to keep abreast of its
political opponents.

Harsh repression gradually declined in the second half of the 1950s. In part, this
reflected the elimination of organized opposition to the regime (goriani, underground
resistance groups sent from outside the country etc.) and in part the improved access
to information. One statistic is revealing: out of the total of 23,531 individuals
who were sent to labour camps between 1944 and 1962, only 3,352 account for the
1956-1962 period.®* Although arrests were still conducted (e.g. against the so-called
‘hooligans’ in 1958),5 State Security was reorienting itself towards surveillance and
selective repression (those who were sent to the camps were not always incarcerated
for political reasons). By 1962, a single internment camp remained (in Lovech), but
the Politburo decided to close it down after determining that repression there was
unnecessarily harsh.®® The closure of the camp marked Bulgarias transition to a
mature post-Stalinist stage of political development, in which repression was used
sparingly, even if the State Security apparatus continued to expand in size and to
actively monitor the population. In this, Bulgaria resembled the other countries of
the communist bloc.%
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Part II: Establishing institutions for the systematic assessment and
satisfaction of consumer preferences

Three developments in the 1960s made possible the systematic assessment and
satisfaction of consumer preferences in Bulgaria. One was the expectation of an
improvement in the standard ofliving, which was created by the broad package of social
services and consumer goods that the leadership promised at the 1962 and 1966 party
congresses and in the wake of the 1968 Czechoslovak events. Unfortunately, universal
delivery on these general promises was impossible under conditions of pervasive
shortages that were characteristic of all countries in the Eastern Bloc.” The creation of
sophisticated institutions that could provide detailed assessment of latent discontent
could therefore be used to guide the selective provision of consumer goods, which was
the most efficient way for the regime to meet its commitments to the population.

However, the institutions for the collection of information could only operate
successfully when a third development took place: namely, levels of fear had to be
sufficiently low for citizens to be willing to express their consumption preferences
through routine channels such as complaints (rather than by engaging in protests)
without concern for retribution. The 1960s were characterized by a general decline in
repression, which culminated with the 1968 revision of the Criminal Code in Bulgaria.
In sum, by the late 1960s, a comprehensive system for evaluating and responding to
consumer preferences had been put in place. The final impetus for institution building
was provided by the Prague Spring, which had two effects. One was to convince power-
holders to use the information that was being collected to engage in anticipatory
governance. The other was to consolidate the socialist social contract, which involved
contingent consent based on the satisfaction of consumer preferences.

This part of the chapter first reviews the promises made by the regime, then
describes the institutions created for assessing citizen preferences and, finally, discusses
the impact that the decline in repression had on information transfer.

Commitments to improved consumption

The 1960s in Bulgaria are notable for the explicit promises that the regime made to
increase the standard of living of the population. At the Eighth Party Congress in
1962, Todor Zhivkov declared that the main concern of the party was to keep in mind
the growing material needs of the population and to make efforts to satisfy them.®®
The leadership reported that an increase in personal income and in the consumption
of foodstufls, textiles, shoes and furniture had occurred over the previous decade.”
The congress promised a further growth of income, as well as improvements in the
provision of municipal services and the availability of consumer goods. A key goal was
to increase the expenditure of the social consumption funds, which were used to finance
free medical care, kindergartens and nurseries, free education, stipends for students,
old-age pensions, annual leaves and subsidized vacation packages.” These plans were
reiterated at the Ninth Party Congress in 1966. The party made a commitment to avoid
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raising prices (and to lower them whenever possible), to improve the availability of
durable goods (T'Vs, washing machines, refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, furniture and
cars), to increase the expenditures of the social consumption funds and to speed up
housing construction.”” Another key commitment was to gradually adopt a five-day
workweek.”?

The next round of policies aimed at improving consumption was announced in
1968. The timing of these measures was not random. Although some of the relevant
decrees were drafted prior to 1968, the events in Czechoslovakia sped up their official
promulgation.”” The Prague Spring and the subsequent August 1968 Warsaw Pact
invasion demonstrated the fragility of socialist regimes by showing that political
liberalization would not be tolerated by Moscow, thus elevating to an even higher
level the importance of buying popular support through increased consumption. In
particular, several sets of policies were implemented in 1968. Some targeted specific
groups. For example, the party aimed to improve the standard of living of students
by raising their stipends, increasing the number of spots in student dormitories,
decreasing the price of meals in student canteens and constructing new vacation
homes for students.” In addition, old-age social pensions for individuals over seventy
without labour service were introduced.”” Efforts were also made to placate the
general population by decreasing the prices of some food items (poultry, cow’s milk
kashkaval, fish), limiting the exportation of eggs and wheat and increasing the volume
of imported meat, canned fish, olives and coffee.” The final policy was adopted in
November 1968, when the Central Committee instructed the people’s councils, that
is, the local administration, to devote significant efforts to increasing the availability
of services (even when they were provided by private craftsmen), to supply logistical
support for the construction of new housing, to improve the quality of municipal
services (transportation, postal services and various public utilities), to control the
quality of customer service in stores and to facilitate raising the standard of health care
and education.”

In sum, the 1962 and 1966 party congresses and the policies implemented in 1968
created extensive expectations for significant improvements in the standard of living
of the population.

Institutions for assessing citizen preferences

In the 1960s, several entities were created with the explicit goal of assessing popular
preferences. One was the Sociological Group at the Central Committee (Sotsiologicheska
grupa kum TsK), which was established in 1967; in 1970, this group was integrated into
the newly created Information-Sociological Centre of the Central Committee. Another
was the Centre for Sociological Youth Research (Tsentur za sotsiologicheski izsledvaniia
na mladezhta), which was created by the Komsomol (DKMS) in 1968. In addition,
various newspapers (Rabotnichesko delo, Sturshel) and magazines (Mladezh, Zhenata
dnes) conducted surveys of their readers.”® Another newly established avenue was
the Central Information-Analytical Service (Tsentralna informatsionno-analitichna
sluzhba, or TSIAS) at State Security. It was charged with aggregating information that
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was collected through various types of sources; as repression declined in the 1960s,
State Security began to pay more attention to tracking popular preferences, including
those about consumption. The third channel for collecting information were the
informants (informatori) within the grass-roots party organizations (purvichni partiini
organizatsii), which were expected to send monthly reports to the county party
organizations; in turn, the county organizations sent reports to the provincial party
offices; finally, the provincial party committees informed the Central Committee.” The
available archival evidence indicates that by the 1960s, the party had begun to pay
systematic attention to identifying and satisfying citizen consumer preferences.

The decline in repression and the transfer of information

In the mature post-Stalinist system, massive arrests and imprisonment were used
infrequently. As Minister of the Interior Angel Solakov reported at a Central Committee
plenum in 1967, the number of individuals who engaged in ‘enemy activity’ declined
ninefold between 1955 and 1966, in part as a result of the improvement in the material
well-being of the population,* but also certainly because like in every other bloc country
people who opposed communism realized that the regime was there to stay and resigned
themselves to that new reality. This decline in the incidence of ‘political crimes’ led to a
very important change: when a new Criminal Code was promulgated on 15 March 1968, it
no longer listed neutralizing enemies of the people as a goal of criminal punishment.®! As
the following graph demonstrates, over time, there was a general softening of repression.
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Number of Individuals Prosecuted for Crimes against the People’s Republic, 1959-1989 (per
million people). Source: Martin K. Dimitrov, based on figures from Durzhavno upravlanie
za informatsiia pri Ministerski suvet/Glavno statistichesko upravlenie, Prestupleniia i
osudeni litsa, 1969-1990.
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The decline in repression in the 1960s allowed State Security to reorient some of its
vast information-gathering resources towards assessing and responding to consumer
discontent. Although indicators of this reorientation are more easily identified for the
period after 1970, we can mention two signs dating back to the 1960s. One concerns
the increasing frequency of reports on popular dissatisfaction that resulted from the
shortage of consumer goods.® Of course, such reports were previously generated by
State Security during crisis moments in the 1950s; what is remarkable about the reports
from the 1960s is that they were produced during normal times, thus signalling that
the monitoring of consumer discontent was becoming a routine task for State Security.
The second trend was the use of the capacity of Scientific-Technical Intelligence to
solve some consumption problems. It is relevant that as early as 1966, State Security
aimed to alleviate consumer goods shortages through the acquisition by Scientific-
Technical Intelligence personnel of the formulae needed to manufacture on a mass
scale various chemical and pharmaceutical products.®

Unsurprisingly, the Communist Party devoted more extensive resources than
State Security to monitoring and responding to consumer discontent in the 1960s.
In 1965, the Central Committee Department of Trade and Food Industry informed
the Politburo about problems in the production of household necessities (ranging
from glassware to toys and haberdashery) and the provision of various services.®
In the same year, Politburo members received copies of a report on the political
mood prepared by the Sofia City Party Committee, which indicated significant
dissatisfaction as a result of problems in the allocation of housing, the poor quality of
transportation and periodic food shortages in the stores in outlying districts; residents
of the capital also complained about air pollution.** In 1967, the Organization
Department of the Central Committee issued a report on the political mood that
documented citizen dissatisfaction with the poor quality of durable goods and meat
shortages.®s Frustration about the scarcity of spring lamb was especially severe, due
to a widespread rumour that lamb was being exported to Greece and Italy.*” In 1969,
Politburo members received a report from the Industrial-Economic Department of
the Central Committee on the remaining unresolved problems with the provision
of municipal services.® These examples testify to the attention that the party paid
to tracking and responding to popular consumer preferences. In comparison to the
1950s, when widespread consumer dissatisfaction led to large strikes and numerous
riots, consumer discontent in the 1960s appeared more limited in scope and thus
more manageable.

The 1960s also saw a new emphasis on the importance of complaints for assessing
and satisfying citizen consumption preferences. At the Eighth Party Congress in 1962,
the head of the Central Control and Audit Commission reported that most complaints
were about housing and job allocation, although citizens also highlighted problems in
transportation, trade, the supply of utilities and the provision of welfare assistance.®
At the Ninth Party Congress in 1966, the Central Control and Audit Commission
reiterated the importance of providing a timely response to complaints and clarified
that they allowed the party to monitor the political mood of citizens.”® In 1968,
municipal councils were instructed to radically improve their complaints work. The
party issued an express prohibition that complaints be adjudicated by the authorities
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against which citizens complained.”® Overall, the regime tried to reassure members
of the general public that they should not fear retaliation for complaining. As I have
argued elsewhere, the effect of these measures was felt in the 1970s and early 1980s,
when the analysis of citizen complaints was widely used to engage in anticipatory
governance.”

Conclusion

This chapter has analysed the origins of the institutions for collecting information
on citizen consumption preferences in communist Bulgaria. It has argued that the
establishment of these institutions came in response to external and internal regime
crises that occurred between 1953 and 1968. The crises of 1953 (the domestic strikes
and the protests in Czechoslovakia and the GDR) forced power-holders in Bulgaria
to make concessions in the area of consumption. The new emphasis on producing
consumer goods that the post-Stalin Soviet leadership articulated also played an
important role.

However, the Polish protests and the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 impacted the
decision-making calculus of Bulgarian leaders in more complex ways. On the one
hand, they reaffirmed the importance of responding to already-existing and visible
discontent with further consumer concessions. At the same time, they led to a new
spike in state violence, thus obstructing the inchoate progress towards a decline in
repression that would have allowed the regime to transition from ex-post governance
(which focuses on the management of overt discontent) to ex-ante governance that
aims to identify and address latent discontent prior to its transformation into overt
discontent.

The chapter argues that the gradual decline in the use of harsh repression throughout
the 1960s allowed power-holders to respond to the crisis of August 1968 differently:
namely, in contrast to their reaction in 1956, they decided that instead of intensifying
repression, they would base their rule on a combination of selective repression and
contingent consent that rested on the satisfaction of consumer preferences just like
elsewhere in the Eastern Bloc. The institutions for the collection of information, which
were fully operational by the end of the 1960s, were essential for identifying and
managing consumer frustrations prior to their transformation into overt discontent.”
The utility of the Bulgarian case lies in giving us an example of why a communist
regime would prefer to evaluate consumption preferences through voluntarily provided
information (rather than through protests). The routinized voluntary transmission of
information through citizen complaints allowed the Bulgarian regime to engage in
anticipatory governance in the 1970s and the early 1980s. This model was successfully
implemented until Bulgaria experienced an economic crisis starting in 1983-1984.
This crisis called into question not only the responsiveness to citizen consumption
preferences that was essential for anticipatory governance but the stability of the entire
political system as well.
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Who Is Afraid of Whom? The Case of the ‘Loyal
Dissidents’ in the German Democratic Republic

Sonia Combe

According to the dominant view - shared by laypersons and pundits alike - fear
and resignation were the main factors that contributed to the stability of Soviet-style
societies.! The first part of this chapter accordingly deals with the concept of fear. Based
on a comparison between the Stasi (political police) files and the records of the Writers’
Union in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), two quite different sources, this
part aims to demonstrate that fear was shared both by the political establishment and
by the citizens, albeit in different measures and with an evolution over time. During
my past research in the Stasi files, I showed that these archival materials tell us more
about the organization of repression, its goals, its practices and the security obsessions
of the rulers than about the people under observation.> Two specific moments in GDR
history give credence to this thesis: June 1967, with the media treatment of the Six-Day
War, and November 1976, when the popular singer-songwriter Wolf Biermann was
deprived of his citizenship.

In the second part, I draw attention to the social agents that the rulers most feared.
I introduce a category of intellectuals that tends to be ignored by scholarly literature:
the so-called linientreue Dissidenten® (loyal dissidents), who were positioned as a pivot
between the rulers and the ruled. As representatives of this social category, I focus on
the scientist Jiirgen Kuczynsky and the writer Christa Wolf, both members of the SED.*
They were not trusted by the country’s rulers but they were moral authorities who were
highly respected in the country. I argue that the deconstruction of the way this social
category operated provides a clue to understanding the stability of the East German
regime until its collapse in 1989 — when fear decisively switched sides.

The contingencies of establishing communism in a non-nation state
I focus on the GDR not only because it is the country where I conducted my fieldwork

in the 1980s - a privilege I share with ever fewer colleagues - but also because the
negotiation between rulers and ruled, the analysis of which is at the core of this
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volume, was a necessity that was even more vital there than in any other Eastern Bloc
country. The reason for this is rather obvious: the GDR was not a nation. It was only a
small part — actually the smaller part - of a nation. Despite the commendable efforts
of communist ideology, an East German identity or, for that matter, an East German
nation was never successfully created. Indeed, Germans from the Eastern and Western
parts of the country shared the same language and the same cultural heritage; and in
Germany, ever since Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), this has been considered a
defining characteristic of the national identity.

As a consequence, and as opposed to all the other members of the Eastern Bloc,
leaving the country was hardly synonymous with emigrating for its citizens: those who
departed simply landed in another part of Germany that congratulated them, at least
after the Wall was erected, provided them with ID papers straightaway and helped
them to resettle. Moreover, they encountered no difficulty with the language, could
easily find a job, study or send their children to school. They were praised as victims,
sometimes even as heroes, no matter what their reasons to leave the eastern part of
the country might have been in the first place, and they always deserved, or so it was
thought, good treatment. If we compare this situation to that experienced by citizens
from other socialist countries, the difference is quite striking. Competing with West
Germany for its entire lifetime, the GDR had to struggle to keep its skilled people from
running away, threatened as it was by a shortage of manpower. The building of the
Berlin Wall in August 1961 was the brutal answer to this conundrum. Still, the GDR
was in a unique situation and, in that sense, was and remained the weakest link of the
socialist chain.

This particular situation largely predetermined the relationship between the rulers
and the ruled in the country. The existing research in the Stasi files on the relationship
between the intellectuals and the state in particular shows that institutional violence
declined after the erection of the Berlin Wall. Physical punishment (torture and
imprisonment) progressively disappeared and was replaced by psychological violence,
in particular by the knowledge that one could be observed at any time, and all the
time. Christa Wolf described in her book Was bleibt (What Remains) the state of mind
resulting from this form of violence.’ In a somewhat paradoxical way, however, the
closing of the Berlin Wall resulted in a higher degree of internal freedom - including
freedom of speech. The complexity of the state surveillance apparatus led to an
apparent contradiction: the more it was watched by the Stasi, the more East German
society became permissive.®

Establishing a chronology of East German socialism

The two events that support this claim occurred in the period that has been dubbed
‘late state socialism,” when traditional styles of repression declined and were
replaced by global surveillance. Introducing the concept of ‘late state socialism’ was
important in the history of German communism because insufficient consideration
has traditionally been given to a chronological differentiation of the communist
regimes. The historiography usually distinguishes two periods: the first one ends with
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Khrushchev’s Secret Speech at the twentieth congress of the Soviet Communist Party
in February 1956 and the second with the final collapse of communism in 1989 -
or 1991 for the USSR. Until 1956, fear and enthusiasm for the new order coexisted.
In the second period, the prevailing social behaviour has been described as one of
accommodation.?

The American historian of Hungarian descent Istvan Dedk, on the other hand, also
distinguishes two distinct periods, but with the first one ending only in 1963.° As far
as the GDR, but also other countries, are concerned, we also have to take into account
the Soviet invasion of Prague in 1968."° In any case, with the notable exception of
Romania, which took a reverse path and increased repression after 1968, we cannot
possibly compare the 1950s — even the late 1950s - in any of the Soviet Bloc countries
with the two last decades (1969-1989). We can agree that ‘late state socialism’ starts at
different periods according to the local context, but that the abandonment of massive
physical punishment is a common and decisive turning point in the second phase of
communist rule.

“The Tango Player’

Political and social historians are often reluctant to refer to literary works. They question
the academic value of this type of source. Yet there is hardly any better description
of the Prague Spring’s influence on East German society than that present in Der
Tangospieler (The Tango Player)," a novel by Christoph Hein. The author tells the story
of a character named Dallow, a historian working at Leipzig University who comes
home after being released from jail. He had been sentenced to twenty-one months of
imprisonment because of certain lyrics. As an amateur pianist in a band, he had indeed
played a fateful song that told the story of ‘an old man who led the country’. This was
enough for the Stasi to recognize a reference to Walter Ulbricht, the first secretary of
the SED and president of the country, and to indict him for ‘desecrating the president,
an offence whose punishment was consistently enforced in communist countries, as
opposed to Western Europe where it slowly fell into disuse. Coming back to Leipzig
after his release, Dallow discovers that this tango song is now played everywhere. He
thus realizes that he has been sentenced for a crime that is no longer a crime. In less
than two years, the situation has greatly evolved.

From that point onwards, in the ‘Tate state socialist’ period as defined by starting
in 1968 or 1969, the traditional form of repression involving jail sentences became
sporadic in the GDR. If at all, it now affected only young, anonymous rebels, who were
sentenced to jail, then sent to West Germany against hard currency - the FRG indeed
paid hefty sums of money (70,000 deutschmarks per head) to secure their release and
transfer to the West.!> The task of negotiating their release and their transfer fell to the
Lutheran Church.

While enjoying a substantial rise in the standard of living together with the decline
of classical-style repression, and as the citizens adjusted to the communist regime
and vice versa, fear progressively faded away, especially among the most critical
minds. Many intellectuals (especially writers), although supportive of the political
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establishment, started to speak out after the Soviet military intervention of Prague in
August 1968. Their attitude had evolved over the years. During the uprising of 17 June
1953, many of them had supported Walter Ulbricht’s regime. In fact, they supported
the rulers because they were afraid of the mob howling in the streets: it reminded them
of the masses cheering Hitler and the Nazis only a few years previously.”® In the GDR,
to use the term ‘the people’ (das Volk) had become highly unpopular. The ambivalence
of East German intellectuals is well illustrated by Bertolt Brecht’s famous joke in his
1953 poem ‘The Solution, written after the 1953 uprising, asking whether it ‘would
not be easier for the government to dissolve the people and elect another?’* However,
for the most part the intellectuals had remained loyal to the government. This did not
prevent them from exerting a newly found critical pressure after 1968.

Cross-checking the Stasi files with the records of the Writers’
Union in the late state socialist period

I evoke in this section two events, the reactions to which will serve as useful indicators
of the difference of attitude between the Stasi and the intellectuals.”” The first case
took place in June 1967 during the Six-Day War in the Middle East, a year before the
Warsaw Pact military intervention in Prague. As is well known, this third Arab-Israeli
War provoked a change in Soviet policy towards the Middle East and its support of an
ever more aggressive attitude towards Israel.

Initially supportive of Israel at the time of its founding in 1948, the USSR soon
transferred its support to the Arab states. This shift became notorious in the Soviet
discourse against Israel from that moment onwards. It was especially prominent
during the Stalinist show trials of the early 1950s, notably with the Slansky trial in
Prague and its narrative of ‘anti-Zionism’ (in effect, anti-Semitism).'"® On 31 May
1967, and while the issue of the war was still uncertain, Neues Deutschland, the SED’s
newspaper, displayed on its front page the following headline: ‘Republik emport iiber
imperialistische Anschldge in Nahost' (Country Indignant about Imperialist Attacks
in Middle East). Reporting on the hostilities, the East German press resorted to
a vocabulary against Israel with a virulence unmatched after the National Socialist
period. The way the media (TV, radio and newspapers) criticized Israel did indeed
leave a lingering stench of anti-Semitism. Consequently, the Stasi could almost
immediately observe in its reports on intellectuals within the Writers’ Union that more
than a few of them confessed to feeling uneasy; they even spoke of ‘the return of the
repressed. This was especially evident in the case of one of the most famous writers at
the time, Stephan Hermlin.!” According to his Stasi file, he was thought to believe that
anti-Semitism was still present in the GDR, and that evidence of this could be found in
the way the media reported about the Middle Eastern conflict.'®

This diffuse feeling of unease is quite possibly the reason why Neues Deutschland
tried to launch a campaign featuring Jewish personalities condemning Israel. The
daily newspaper tried in vain to mobilize famous East German Jews for its cause. In
the Stasi files, as well as in the archives of the SED members in the Writers’ Union,"
personalities such as Anna Seghers, Stephan Hermlin, Stefan Heym and others -
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the most prominent writers of Jewish origin in the GDR - a report can be found.
According to this report, we can reconstruct the unfolding of events as follows: on
8 June 1967, Neues Deutschland tried to get in touch with these writers in order to
publish a statement from ‘East-German citizens of Jewish origin’ condemning ‘Israel’s
aggression against the Arab states. The first writer the editors reached was Stephan
Hermlin. He answered that he had to think about the matter and would give his
agreement later. As soon as he hung up the phone, he called Anna Seghers. We do
not know the details of their conversation, but we can easily figure it out. Contacted
in turn by the newspapers, Anna Seghers did not answer the phone. Her secretary
explained to the Neues Deutschland journalists that Seghers was at home but wished
not to be disturbed. Stefan Heym was then called but unfortunately he was in a hurry
on his way to La Charité, East Berlin’s biggest hospital, and he would call back after his
appointment — except that he never did. The editors had to call him again. His wife
was apologetic but he hadn’t come home yet, although it was late — unfortunately too
late at a certain point to put his name at the bottom of the declaration which had to be
published in the morning edition. The same happened with Anna Seghers and Stephan
Hermlin. As to the most important personality of the Jewish world in the GDR at that
time, Arnold Zweig,® Neues Deutschland did not even try to get in touch with him:
they knew he would not accept.

The declaration was published on 9 June 1967 on page 2. With one or two exceptions,
the signatories were quite unknown (Carlheinz von Briick, Wolfgang Frankenstein,
Kurt Goldstein, Lea Grundig, Siegbert Kahn, EK. Kaul, Franz Loeser, Ernst Reifenberg,
Elizabeth Thierfeld and Gerry Wolf).

An anecdote that Stefan Jerzy Zweig, known as the ‘Child of Buchenwald,
personally recounted to me is worth noting here.*! As a boy, Zweig had been rescued
by German political prisoners in Buchenwald. He had spent his youth in Israel and
had been invited by the East German film company - the famous DEFA - to study
in the GDR, where he stayed for a few years. Upon hearing how the East German
radio reported on the Israeli Army in 1967, which was decidedly reminiscent of
the German radio reporting on the Red Army in 1943, he decided to complain to
Helene Weigel, a ‘non-Jewish Jew’? (Isaac Deutscher) and the widow of Bertolt
Brecht. As such, she was a person whom the Politburo did not wish to alienate.
She supposedly picked up her phone, called the head of Radio Berlin International,
the international broadcaster of the GDR, and complained in turn. As from the
following day, according to Stefan Jerzy Zweig, the tone of the radio was perceptibly
curbed.

State authorities were faced with a similar conundrum a year later, when they
demanded that university students and academics support the Warsaw Pact invasion
in Prague in order to publish an equivalent declaration. We now know that the refusal
to publicly support the Soviet policy did not lead to sanctions; on the other hand,
the public denunciation of the invasion did land many a protester in jail, while life
became more difficult for a writer like Rainer Kunze, who left the party as a sign
of protest.” As mentioned earlier, the 1968 Prague events were a turning point as
concerns the behaviour exhibited by many people who had, until then, supported
the regime.
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The Wolf Biermann case or how fear switched sides

The Wolf Biermann case is quite famous. The expulsion from the GDR of this singer-
songwriter, popular among urban intellectuals and the cultural world, occurred in
November 1976. Biermann was a young, committed communist when he defected from
Hamburg in West Germany to the GDR in 1955, but soon his non-conformist views
alarmed the East German establishment and he became blacklisted. He was prevented
from giving public concerts, so he famously organized parties in his own apartment,
in the prime real estate sector of Chausseestrasse in Berlin, where he also recorded his
famed protest songs.?* He was under permanent Stasi surveillance but otherwise led a
rather uneventful life. In November 1976, as the most beloved East German dissident
in the West, he was invited to give a concert in Cologne. Against all expectations he
was authorized by the regime to cross to West Germany. However, immediately after
his concert and while he was still abroad, the East German authorities seized this
opportunity to deprive him of his citizenship. As a result, he was not allowed to come
back to East Berlin.”®

This decision gave rise to righteous indignation among famous East German
writers. It is to be noted that their prime reaction was not fear, but indignation - or
indignation more than fear, as it were. In both Germanies, stripping anyone of their
rights has the irresistible power to evoke the Nazi regime, a time period when the
Third Reich massively deprived anti-fascists and emigrating Jews of their citizenship.
The popular personalities Christa Wolf and, again, Stephan Hermlin (who might have
been less known than Christa Wolf abroad but who was highly respected at home)
launched a petition against this decision. It was signed by thirteen members of the
Writers’ Union, as well as by over a hundred people outside it. Inside the Union, the
minutes of several sessions, as well as the Stasi files of the protagonists, testify to a
raging conflict concerning this petition. Both sources coincide on this matter, which
is a rare occurrence.*

The Biermann affair had thus become a scandal. Most members of the Writers’
Union disagreed with the regimes decision but the real reason for the conflict
lay elsewhere and is worth underlining: the initiators of the petition had informed
a Western press agency of their action instead of addressing it to the Politburo. By
doing so, they doubtlessly intended to signal that they had lost any hope of secretly
negotiating with the authorities, as had been the case before. Requiring secrecy is a
very powerful form of control. From that turning point onwards, the relationship
between the regime and its writers was one of suspicion from both sides. Writers had
breached the system.”

As a consequence of this disobedience, the Stasi increased its surveillance efforts
over the petitioners. A peek into the archives of the Hager office - Kurt Hager was
responsible for culture at the Politburo - reveals that the political establishment
hesitated between two policies: distribute awards to some of the writers in order to
prevent them from becoming dissidents and divide the profession; and blacklist them,
that is, ignore their publications, prevent them from being published and force them
to choose between having to wait for publication and emigration. Such was the extent
of the considered range of punishments; at no point did the authorities envisage a
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more severe form of retribution. In fact, we can infer from similar situations that the
members of the political establishment certainly underwent an internal conflict, a
struggle between hardliners and pragmatic decision-makers.

At any rate, this hesitation and the final decision to give up traditional and more
sinister forms of punishment was evidence of the establishments own mounting fear —
while the fear of what looked increasingly like a civil society below them was declining.

Negotiation as a necessary power practice that undermines power

Only by paying due attention to the archives of the Writers’ Union it is possible to
understand that this institution cannot be reduced to the status of the Communist
Party’s go-between, as claimed by the anti-communist narrative. The same statement
could be made for other institutions like feminist organizations. I refer here to an
ongoing debate about the feminist agenda under state socialism. In the spirit of the
Cold War, the conventional wisdom was that all aspects of everyday life in the Soviet
regimes were decided within the Communist Party and Politburo, and no decision-
making power belonged anywhere else. If we deny any agency and influence to women,
writers, trade unionists or leaders of any other social institution, we fail to understand
the complexity of the relationship between society’s top and its bottom, between the
rulers and the ruled.”®

After the consolidation of the communist regimes power, negotiation spaces
between the regime and the population had to be carved out in order to maintain
stability. In 1975, the GDR passed a law entitled Gesetz iiber die Bearbeitung der
Eingaben der Biirger (law on the treatment of citizens’ petitions). To a certain extent, the
rulers knew they had to take a step back and allow some initiative from the bottom-up.
However, we can observe that without the threat of repression, the Stasi was no longer
efficient. It could only unearth, observe and report on critics within the institutions.
By 1989, the secret police was in the position to know everything, but no longer in the
position to do anything against the regime’s opponents. At this point, we can safely
claim that the Stasi was more afraid of the people than the people were of the Stasi.

Between loyalty, compromise and voice:
Albert Hirschman revisited

Let us finally focus on the personalities the rulers were most afraid of: the writers and
intellectuals — at least before the authorities realized, in the course of the 1989 fall, that
their existence as elite was threatened by the population itself.”” The Stasi was able to
identify public, and sometimes private, ‘deviations’ in thinking as compared to the
regime’s tenets, as well as to keep track of ideological disagreements — independently of
the fact that it was also inclined, in a well-established institutional practice, to amplify
or invent them if necessary, in order to service its own aims (which would be another
chapter in the long story of the communist domination practices).*
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The characterization ‘critical but friendly to the regime’ was often applied to
intellectuals who were members of the Communist Party but that the authorities did
not trust. The discussions led by Stasi agents with academics and university professors
who agreed to collaborate with them paradoxically reveal the extent of the potential for
anyone to express disagreement. In a way, it can even be claimed that such discussions
constituted an opening of sorts for the freedom of expression. It often happened
that the informer expressed his criticism without restraint. To be sure, fear governed
society in the years of the regime’s stabilization (what Mary Fulbrook has coined the
‘normalization of the rule’),* but when the memory of the Berlin Wall’s erection faded
away, fear’s intensity diminished.

The intrinsic weakness of dissent in the GDR remains beyond doubt, especially
compared to its extent in Poland and Hungary. Only individual opposition existed
in the GDR (that of Wolfgang Harich, Robert Havemann or Stefan Heym),* at
least until, as we saw, the revocation of Wolf Biermann’s citizenship in 1976 led
to the first collective action among intellectuals in the form of a petition. This
action probably also opened the path to the pacifist movement that developed in
the 1980s. But how can we account for its weakness for so many decades? Wider-
ranging questions also come to mind: To what extent can the specific national
contexts and their different constraints explain the diametrically opposite attitudes
of intellectuals in Hungary and Poland, compared to East Germany? Would it be
possible to establish a typology of intellectual protests, ranging from open dissent
(Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia, even though the movement was very limited in
number, or the Solidarity movement in Poland) to ‘internal emigration’ with the
known practice of circles or half-secret communities (such as the group around the
review Poiski in the Soviet Union)?

The majority of the East German intellectual elite who did not emigrate to the
West until 1961 openly supported the project of building a socialist society — without
necessarily agreeing with all the details of its realization. Even if we exclude from
consideration all those who remained communists (either as party members or as
believers) after their experience in a Gulag or in a prison, the attitude of the majority
of these intellectual elite remains hard to interpret, even for scholars who wish to avoid
the traps of an irrelevant dichotomy.* Few among the intellectuals who remained
communists after 1961 have spoken up publicly, even after the repression became
milder and was replaced by surveillance. The two events we have mentioned in this
context (the response to the Six-Day War and Wolf Biermann’s expulsion) show how
difficult it was for them to break the silence.

Different degrees and roots of loyalty to the system must be distinguished here:
conformism, freely consented submission, accommodation, acquiescence, blindness
and sincerity. The opening of the archives, even if it has provided unequal access to the
sources in the different post-communist countries, the amount of autobiographical
writings since the collapse of the Soviet Bloc, the publication of previously censored
manuscripts, the availability of correspondence and the many collections of eyewitness
accounts, all facilitate the study of a whole range of behaviours within the last generation
of East-Central European communists and non-communist citizens. Alexei Yurchak’s
book on ‘the last Soviet generation’ provides us with an answer of sorts:
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The Soviet system produced tremendous suffering, repression, fear and lack of
freedom, all of which are well documented. But focusing only on that side of
the system will not take us very far if we want to answer the question posed by
this book about the internal paradoxes of life under socialism. What tends to
get lost in the binary accounts is the crucial and seemingly paradoxical fact that,
for great numbers of Soviet citizens, many of the fundamental values, ideals,
and realities of socialist life (such as equality, community, selflessness, altruism,
friendship, ethical relations, safety, education, work, creativity and concern for the
future) were of genuine importance, despite the fact that many of their everyday
practices routinely transgressed, reinterpreted, or refused certain norms and rules
represented in the official ideology of the socialist state.>*

As I already mentioned, leaving the country for an East German citizen, especially
an intellectual, did not entail the same consequences as for any other East-Central
European intellectual. The East Germans could hold on to their most important work
instrument - their native tongue. Since emigration was possible when one disagreed
with the regime even if this was not always easy, the potential for protest greatly
diminished. In his famous interpretive pattern — exit/voice/loyalty - that he retroactively
applied to the GDR shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall,*> the American sociologist
Albert Hirschman explained how leaving (the ‘exit’) diminished the expression of
dissent (the ‘voice’): ‘A recurring theme of my 1970 book was the assertion that there
is no pre-established harmony between exit and voice, that to the contrary they often
work at cross purpose. Quoting his own work, Hirschman goes on: “The presence of
the exit-alternative can atrophy the development of the art of voice*

The majority of the studies that departed from Hirschman’s work were interested
in the voice/exit alternative more than in loyalty.”” Some East German intellectuals
did choose exit (Arthur Kantorowicz, Ernst Bloch, Hans Mayer).*® Still, the majority
of those who had embraced communist Germany at the end of the war and who had
decided to stay kept silent in the name of their loyalty to its ideology. My hypothesis
is that this attitude, in fact the attitude of the entire first generation of post-war
communist intellectuals, has contributed to preventing the birth and development
of later dissidence in East Germany. Given its prestige as opponents of Nazism and
thanks to its moral and intellectual impact, this generation of communist intellectuals
and founding fathers transmitted its behaviour (silence) down the line to the next
generation of intellectuals of whom Christa Wolf was a prominent member.

We thus have to distinguish between three generations:

1. The generation of the founding fathers, including the political personnel and the
intellectual elite who opted for the GDR in 1949, who had come back from their
exile in the USSR or Western countries during the Nazi period (Bertolt Brecht,
Jirgen Kuczynski, Anna Seghers), or were anti-fascist survivors of the Nazi
extermination camps;

2. The generation born and socialized under the Third Reich, which developed a
political conscience under the communist regime (Christa and Gerhard Wolf,
Wolf Biermann);
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3. The generation born and socialized in the GDR (Hineingeborenen). Their
representatives, who eventually did break the silence, were to be found in the
pacifist and feminist movements of the 1980s (Barbel Bohley, Ulrike Poppe,
Roland Jahn).

The first generation influenced the second, but the second largely failed to keep a hold
on the third. The aura of the anti-fascists was already fading out, which is why this
third generation managed to ‘leave’ and speak out. That is how, twenty years after
the publication of his book Exit, Voice and Loyalty, Albert Hirschman could analyse
the evolving relationship between exit and voice that was confirmed by the events
taking place in the GDR in fall 1989: ‘Here exit (out-migration) and voice (protest
demonstrations against the regime) worked in tandem and reinforced each other,
achieving jointly the collapse of the regime.*

A heuristic oxymoron

The oxymoron linientreue Dissidenten (loyal dissidents), which was also the title of
Jurgen Kuczinsky’s autobiographical narrative (the choice of his editor),* reflects the
position and attitude of this social group towards the regime. It suggests a form of
tension that translated into a somewhat inconsistent behaviour. We could also opt
for the characterization used by the Stasi, ‘critical but friendly to the regime, but it
does not reflect the double constraint (faithfulness to the party line vs. holding on
to their critical mind) that communist intellectuals structurally experienced. Besides,
even if the intellectuals generally remained loyal to the party, the examples of the
Six-Day War and of the Wolf Biermann affair show that some nevertheless did break
the silence, thereby raising the fear level in the rulers’ ranks. What is at stake here
is the construction of an ideal type of ‘loyal dissident’ around characteristics derived
from the common experience of the first two generations: their engagement against
National Socialism and their choice in favour of the GDR for the first; their loyalty to
the founding fathers and to the anti-fascist legacy for the second.

The Christa Wolf cohort (i.e. the second generation) opened their eyes to the
monstrosity of the Nazi regime when they became teenagers, then young adults.
Henceforth, as Christa Wolf often explained it herself, they could not conceivably
rebel against the founding fathers — even if the consequence of this attitude was
facing what Leon Festinger has dubbed ‘cognitive dissonance; that is, the obvious
inadequacy between expectations, wishes and social reality.' They were so devoted to
the communist ideal that they silently endured the absence of freedom of speech and
movement, as well as censorship and surveillance. The loyalty involved in this posture
becomes obvious when we study the minutes of the Akademie der Kiinste meetings;
in this closed circle, we can see that these intellectuals did criticize the regime’s policy
and they did complain about censorship. But they kept an outwardly supportive front.
Besides, they genuinely disliked West Germany, which they saw as a country in which
the old Nazis had come back to power after a short stint in jail. As is well known, justice
might have been more lenient towards the former dignitaries of the National Socialist
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regime in the Federal Republic than in the GDR as the Americans rapidly became
more interested in the fight against world communism than in denazification.*

If we sum up the characteristics of these ‘loyal dissidents, we come up with the
following portrait:

1. They were no bureaucrats (apparatchiks). Opportunism or careerism was not
among their dominant/prevailing qualities.

2. They were cultivated Marxists, often party members. They were no party
intellectuals in the dogmatic sense, but intellectuals within the party.

3. When they expressed disagreement, they did it exclusively within the party, or
they addressed their grievances directly to the ruling circles without giving them
unwanted publicity.

The following and last characteristic is the most crucial one. As is the case with every
ideal type, it does not completely match reality but is rather a heuristic, indicative
notion. Although it applies to some degree to every segment of society, no other
social category exhibits it to the same degree. Let us first concentrate on what this
special quality is not. The loyalty of the ‘linientreue Dissidenten’ does not derive from
conformism in thinking, nor in their adaptive capacity — these behavioural patterns can
be found in every society, in dictatorships as well as in democracies. Similarly, the ratio
of dissidence to faithfulness to the party line is at variance from one person to another.
Born at the end of the nineteenth or the beginning of the twentieth century, the first
generation exhibited party discipline and committed sacrifices to satisfy communist
rituals (self-criticism, struggle for reintegration in the party in case of exclusion). This
trait distinguished them from the ‘believers’ (what Hannah Arendt described as the
‘ex-communists’), for whom the party was a substitute for the church and who became
opponents once they were excluded.*

What is, then, the defining characteristic of the loyal dissidents? The following
questions might help us bring the final touch to their portrait:

1. Isit a German national characteristic? Is it a communist characteristic, involving
the habit of ‘Stalinist obedience’? Is it a German-communist characteristic,
involving both national character and ‘Stalinist obedience’ or habitus?

2. To what extent does this characteristic contribute to explaining not only the
weakness of the dissidence but also the longevity and stability of the East
German regime, as well as the internalization by the population of the values
promoted by the official narrative (allegiance to the founding social project)?
This internalization of values could be observed throughout the forty years of
existence of the GDR. All the way until the fall of 1989, it successfully masked the
contradiction between the escape (‘exit’) and the speaking up (‘voice’) — at least
before this status quo’s final implosion.

3. But also: could one see in the loyal dissidents a coterie - a specific group —
whose decision to remain silent outside the party bounds could be related
to a form of collective defence, as defined by sociologists such as Erving
Goffman?*
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These questions remain open. It might be useful here to distance ourselves from the
so-called East German Sonderweg, that is, its exceptionalism or special path* - an
analogy to the notion of the German Sonderweg that is usually described in relation
to the catastrophic event of Nazism as a phenomenon supposedly reflecting unique
German flaws in character (this characterization was attributed by historians like Léon
Poliakov or A.J.P. Taylor and many others).*

On the other hand, we might compare our East German intellectuals to non-German
communist figures who also seem to have possessed the aforementioned characteristics.
We could mention, for instance, Gyorgy Lukacs (1885-1971), the famous author of
History and Class Consciousness (1923)* in Hungary, and Adam Schaff (1913-2006) in
Poland. Both were philosophers, cultivated Marxists and members of the Communist
Party, and both wanted to be readmitted after they were excluded. In their own ways,
both chose a form of inner exile. It will be remembered that Lukdcs refused to intervene
publicly during the Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia in August 1968, but sent
a personal letter to Hungarian president Janos Kadar, while Adam Schaff refused to
emigrate during the wave of official anti-Semitism in Poland but accepted a temporary
invitation to teach at an Austrian university. If Schaff, as opposed to Lukacs, never
founded a school of thinking bearing his name, it is to be noted that he nonetheless
strongly influenced the loyal dissidents in East Germany, as well as in other countries.

Conclusion

The country where the loyal dissidents doubtlessly exerted the strongest influence
on society remains East Germany. This is so not only because, as often argued, the
German Communist Party was stronger in interwar Germany than in any other East-
Central European country, apart perhaps from Czechoslovakia. This might be true, but
the same can be said for West Germany. The difference is that as opposed to the Federal
Republic, the GDR was ruled by people who had struggled against Nazism. Whatever
hardship they may have gone through (prison, camp, exile), and even for those who
had not been great heroes, they had spoken out - unlike the majority of the German
population, east and west alike. In this context, in their role as mediators between the
rulers and the ruled and as long as the aura of the founding fathers remained strong,
the ‘loyal dissidents’ prevented the building of an opposition in the GDR. This may not
have been their intention, but the fact is that their presence erected a cordon sanitaire
of sorts between the people (Das Volk, a reference to the 1989 demonstrations’ epic
slogan ‘Wir Sind Das VolK’)* and the decision-makers.

The intellectual elite’s silence under communism also goes a long way to explain
the absence of resonance of the so-called ‘third way’ - an intellectual, alternative
movement that would have proposed a form of socialism ‘that one would not want to
escape from’ — I am quoting Christa Wolf’s famous talk on Alexanderplatz in Berlin
on 4 November 1989. This belated call for a third way came much too late. Fear had
definitively switched sides: the powerless citizens’ fear of the regime had turned into
the powerless regime’s fear of its citizens. The ‘loyal dissidents’ had no more role to play
and the regime collapsed practically overnight. Socialism was no more.
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Did Communist Children’s Television
Communicate Universal Values? Representing
Borders in the Polish Series Four Tank-Men
and a Dog'

Machteld Venken

Recent research has revealed how foreign television shows being broadcast in Warsaw
Pact countries formed a transnational communication space in Cold War Europe.? This
chapter goes one step further and argues that the shows made in the West that were
also broadcast in the Polish People’s Republic inspired domestic television producers
to create their own children’ series on behalf of the state-controlled television station.
The producers managed to reconcile the seemingly contradictory aims of producing a
show modelled on examples from the West while meeting the regime’s expectations. In
this chapter, I focus on the script of the series Czterej Pancerni i Pies (Four Tank-Men
and a Dog),’ first aired in 1966.

The series succeeded in transposing into the Polish context a mixture of popular
television genres imported from the United States and Western Europe. By analysing
how this series was judged and adapted for propaganda aims, I reveal how the historical
imagination of the nation was negotiated. Moreover, I situate how and why this
representation was so willingly consumed by children in Poland and throughout the
Soviet Bloc (the show became one of Poland’s most popular cultural export products).
The regime thus largely (albeit not entirely) imposed a propagandistic version of past
events.

My analysis focuses on the representation of borders in the series. In modern
statehood, power has been linked to border control. Moreover, Hannah Arendt has
argued that in totalitarian regimes, objectivized enemies are more important than
ideology.* Border zones constitute an ideal physical space where these enemies can
be staged in cultural productions. It should not come as a surprise, then, that scenes
taking place at the border are given considerable attention in Four Tank-Men.
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Conceptualizing (children’s) television shows

Historical shows have been conceptualized in different ways in Western and East-
Central European television. By the late 1960s, the genre had become a key concept
in Anglo-Saxon film theory.® It has also since gone on to become a tool to research
children’s television shows produced in the West.® According to the Collins English
Dictionary, ‘genre is a particular type of literature, painting, music, film, or other art
form which people consider as a class because it has special characteristics.” Essential
to a genre, moreover, is that it consists of socially agreed-upon codes and conventions
that evolve over time as they incorporate, respond and adapt to production techniques,
marketing strategies and the expectations of the audience.® Mass media products
reproduce what has previously met with viewers enthusiasm, while introducing
something new in order to maintain interest. Borrowing from their viewers world,
genres, it has been observed, serve as ideological reproductions of the capitalist
system.’ Ideology should be understood here as a process of making sense of society in
which rulers, sponsors, producers and child viewers are all involved.”

In studies both on children’s television during communism and on communist
cultural products for children in general, historians use the concept of propaganda
as the central prism for analysis." Propaganda distinguishes itself from other types of
ideological inflection by influencing the attitude of the audience through deception
instead of persuasion. Censorship organs were often set up in communist countries
to screen, alter or veto audiovisual productions.'? As it is aiming to reveal rather than
understand, however, such research tends to present a simplistic opposition between
regime and society.”® The existing literature on children’s television does not include
genre as a key concept of analysis and therefore gives the impression that propaganda
and genre are two mutually exclusive categories of analysis. This chapter shows that
the aims and techniques of propaganda and genre could function in a creative tandem,
feeding off each other, and eventually melting into each other so as to become almost
indivisible.

Television watching in Poland

Four Tank-Men was an immensely popular hit show during communism and beyond,
and it won the 1995 Polish public broadcasting television station (T'VP) award for the
most popular series ever."* Viewers have consistently praised this children’s series more
than they have any series made for adults. Therefore, if we are to understand everyday
communist society, turning our lens on children’s television is essential. We need to
analyse young viewers as not only passive but also active consumers of communist
culture.

Poland experienced a spectacular baby boom; by the mid-1960s, 25 per cent of
the population was attending school.' This configuration had an influence on the
emergence of televised youth culture. The Polish broadcasting industry was from its
creation in 1952 monopolized by the Communist Party, but its socialist realist template
resulted in a disgruntled audience. In 1956, the new leader Wtadystaw Gomulka
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and his administration understood that by making television attractive, they could
implement their ideological aspiration to exert control over a standardized culture. The
latter had the potential to spread among all strata of the population and break down
elitist culture. Broadcasting coverage grew rapidly over the years, from 10,000 viewers
in Warsaw at the end of 1955 to 78 per cent of the whole Polish population having
access to a TV in 1967." By the end of the 1960s, watching television had become
a favourite pastime of the masses, including children and youngsters.'”® In remote
villages, for example, people either gathered together in order to watch television or,
alternatively, shied away from social activities if a television was available at home.' In
1967, a study conducted in Poland revealed that only 15 per cent of adolescents did not
aspire to have their own television.?

The territorial context in post-war Poland

The most popular children’s series Four Tank-Men and a Dog featured the adventures
of a tank crew fighting in a military unit within the Polish First Army, often referred
to as the Berling Army.*! In 1944, this army was composed in the Soviet Union and
was put under the supervision of the Red Army. The series followed its path from
Siberia to Berlin in 1944 and 1945.> When it was broadcast in the late 1960s, it was
already obvious that it falsely represented Polish borders. The 1956 Polish protests had
shown that, while communism had utterly failed to win the population over despite
its slogans on modernization and social progress, the possibility of finding any way
out of Soviet hegemony was just as unrealistic.”* For the sake of a relative autonomy, it
was crucial to tolerate the communist regime and to keep the Polish borders in place.
The inherent dilemma of preserving Polish national identity through the acceptance of
Soviet hegemony was something Polish citizens needed to live with.

Censored cultural productions often focused on Poland’s borders in those years. The
country had geographically shifted in 1945, gaining 103,788 square kilometres in the
west while losing 214,200 square kilometres in the east. Post-war Poland encompassed
the territory between the Oder and Neisse rivers in the west and the Bug River in the
east.” Official narratives presented the Polish post-war border at the Bug as the historic
Polish-Soviet border and deliberately glossed over the memory of the recent past in
the region east of the river (which had been part of the Polish Republic in the interwar
period).”

The Polish-German borderline, on the other hand, was depicted as uncertain
and contingent; fear was manufactured over what propaganda dubbed ‘German
revisionism’* The Oder—Neisse borderline had been defined at the Potsdam Conference
in 1945, pending an international peace treaty. Said treaty never materialized, and
while the Polish People’s Republic signed a bilateral agreement with East Germany
on the acceptance of this border already in 1950, it did not reach a similar bilateral
agreement with West Germany until December 1970.7

A seemingly unsafe Polish-German border, however, was a motivational tool in
securing Poland’s place on the geopolitical map. Gomulka himself called the Polish
People’s Republic ‘a kind of Slavic bastion, an antemurale Slavorum, fighting against
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an expansionist West.”® His words aimed to legitimize the Polish authorities. Together
with their Soviet friends only, they could defend the population in the case of conflict.

The Polish broadcasting corporation

The regime found in the rapidly growing broadcasting industry a new means of
disseminating its message. Polish broadcasting was controlled by state officials but
was negotiated with film directors, scriptwriters and actors, as well as with viewers.
Defining together what messages could be broadcast, television professionals became
co-designers of national education.

Polish broadcasting started to air a permanent children’s programme in 1957.
Television producers were in a position to pay more attention to education and
entertainment than before the protests against Soviet hegemony in October 1956,
which resulted in a liberalization of the regime,” thanks to which educational
programming without specific propaganda content, such as the series Zr6b to Sam (Do
it yourself), in which children were taught how to make things (such as a bird table),
were launched.*® By the 1960s, however, the children’s show supply saw an increase
in series with a sharper propagandistic message.” Just as teachers adjusted their
teaching to include fear of potential German revisionism, and just as children’s authors
produced manuscripts addressing nationalist ideology, so too children’s television
programmes were required to play their role.? Television series made it easier for
children to develop emotional bonds and their episodic nature was more effective at
serving propagandistic aims.*

That change in focus resulted from a new Resolution of the Central Committee
on Cinematography of 1959-1960, which restricted anew television producers’
freedom and enforced ideological convergence upon them. It also prescribed a more
stringent selection of foreign shows.* Control was institutionalized in a Commission
for the Evaluation of Scripts (Komisja Ocen Scenariuszy), and from 1967 onwards
in a Programme Council (Rada Programowa). These organs focused on the way the
Soviet Union and Germany were depicted and evaluated the socialist didactic value of
productions.’® When a 1962 questionnaire sent out by the Polish television broadcasting
station to viewers all over Poland showed that a majority of respondents wished for a
reduction in the amount of talk shows and an increase in the amount of sports, movies
and fictional programmes,* state officials opted to prioritize entertainment as a
channel for propaganda.”” Additional funds were devoted to the production of fictional
television shows underpinning Gomulkas nationalist ideology.”® The Resolution and
the work of the Commission for the Evaluation of Scripts overshadowed cultural
production and led to artists’ conformism.

A hunger for fiction had initially lured viewers to imported and dubbed productions
made in the West, but by the mid-1960s, Polish productions were becoming increasingly
popular. They managed to transpose to a domestic context what had been attractive
for Polish viewers in such shows. Fiction made it possible to play with the meaning
of propagandistic messages. In addition, whereas socialist realism had prescribed
the heroization of collectives and had reduced the role of individuals, producers now
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featured individual experiences against the backdrop of a historical setting.*® Viewers
could see themselves in these heroes, or project their dreams onto them, which led to
their identification with the state-approved characters.*

With the increasing political influence of both army and ex-combatants, an ideology
of power in which patriotism and military tradition were foregrounded* began to be
featured in audiovisual productions. Polish movies for adults often presented a soldier
courageously undertaking military actions, fulfilling his obligations in the name of
patriotism and often finding himself in extreme situations. With only his innate sense
of justice to guide him, he would find the right path to serve the motherland.*

An emblematic series: Four Tank-Men and a Dog

Four Tank-Men and a Dog depicted Second World War events with a myriad of
historical mistakes, but supported a narrative that gave meaning to Polish nationalist
ideology. The scripts were based on a book by Janusz Przymanowski.** The story
reminds me of the English best-seller Three Men in a Boat (To Say Nothing of the Dog)
from 1889, Jerome K. Jerome’s humorous account of a boat journey on the Thames that
colourfully depicts subversive leisure-time activities. The book was first translated into
Polish in 1912 and was reprinted regularly, but Przymanowski never referred to it as a
source of inspiration.*

One can easily recognize codes and conventions from several television genres in
the series: road movies, comedies and historical war movies, with some of the fighting
scenes not out of place in a Western. Just as would happen in a road movie, the show
features a vehicle transporting a group of close male friends from point A (the Soviet
Union) to point B (Berlin).** As is the case with comedies, the amusing escapades and
jokey banter the protagonists enjoy challenge the demands of realism.* Just like in
historical films, the content is portrayed as authentically as possible, aiming to glorify
the national heritage on screen.”” The television series also shares the iconography of
a war movie: large-scale battles alternate with individual stories of heroism; while the
protagonists are at the heart of the action, the enemy is portrayed as an impersonal
other.*® Most of all, however, Four Tank-Men resembles a Western. The main character
gets the better of his enemies by outsmarting them, and he achieves justice for his
home country on his journey civilizing the West.** A reason for the Western genre’s
success in America lay in the fact that viewers were fascinated with the concept of
the frontier, which was imagined as a place for an encounter between civilization
and the wilderness, between the East and the West. It has even been argued that
‘the characteristics of the American intellect — restless energy, practical expediency,
exuberance, and individualism among them - are the product’ of that encounter.®

The archetypical children’s Western Zorro started to be broadcast in Poland in the
early 1960s.”" In 1964, the head of Polish television programming, Stanistaw Stefaniski,
even worried that too many children’s series made in the West, such as Robin Hood
and Zorro, were being broadcast in the country, leading to a proliferation of what
he called the ‘ideal of the American hero.** The Zorro symbol, a capital Z, started to
appear on apartment walls and fences.”® The popularity of this series indicated that the
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repetition of similar codes and conventions in a domestic children’s series could be
just as successful. By depicting upbeat skirmishes between easily recognizable good
and bad guys, Four Tank-Men helped heal a nation traumatized by the Second World
War. When in 1968 a journalist asked a little boy what he considered his favourite
scene, the boy answered: “When the Pole punches the Kraut, and when Szarik [Little
Grey One - the dog] steals a sausage from the Germans. The journalist commented:
‘In Polish movies, usually we are the ones who are punched and it is our sausage that
gets stolen**

The main protagonist, first tank-man Janek Kos, is a good-looking Polish orphan
from Gdansk who is wandering the globe, searching for his father’s grave.” The
latter fell in the Westerplatte battle in September 1939, while his mother died when
their house was set on fire. In Siberia, Janek finds a little dog and the two become an
inseparable pair. A viewer might fall for the illusion that Gdansk was Polish before
the war, or was inhabited by a majority of Poles, and that the city was taken over by
Germans after Poles heroically battled them at Westerplatte. In reality, Gdansk was in
the interwar period a free city under the auspices of the League of Nations, and Poles
accounted for a minority of the town’s population.

Moreover, Janek’s fictional search for his father is less innocuous than it might
appear. The series glosses over the estimated 200,000 Poles who, like Janek, fled
the German-occupied territories towards the east in the autumn of 1939.° Having
crossed the German-Soviet demarcation line, they were deported to Siberia
by Soviet authorities, as the latter were afraid of potential German spies.”” The
fictional main character links the symbolic meaning of Westerplatte as a memory
site of Polish heroic resistance to the (only partly represented) experience of Polish
citizens who found themselves in Siberia during the Second World War. Although
his search for his father’s grave in Siberia was not strictly accurate, historically
speaking, it is precisely this narrative that made him a highly popular television
hero.

In Siberia, Janek also meets the second tank-man, the Georgian character Grigorij,
not too coincidentally a countryman of Stalin’s. After their exchange, they come to
the following conclusion: ‘[This is] my war, your war, our war, one war, a sentence
that skates over unpleasant questions about the 1939 Soviet invasion of Poland, while
accentuating Soviet-Polish friendship.

The third tank-man is Gustlik. Raised in the German-Polish borderlands, he knows
German, and this ability will soon prove useful. Any fears this might have prompted
regarding his loyalty to the Polish cause are allayed by his having been born by the
Vistula, a river often depicted as the Polish nation’s symbol.*®

Scriptwriter Konrad Nalecki’s characters resort to half-truths, deliberate vagueness
and repetition of the “‘Westerplatte trope’ in order to catch children’s attention. A look
at the Commission for the Evaluation of Scripts’ orders shows that these half-truths,
vagueness and repetitions were entirely suggested by the scriptwriter, which indicates
that he was well aware of how he ought to present content in order to get past the
censors.” As Nalecki was present at the Commission’s meetings, this is no surprise. He
knew the identity of the people who would be evaluating his script and could anticipate
their wishes.*
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Last in line in the crew is tank commander Jarosz Olgierd (a difference with
Przymanowski’s book, where the Russian Wasyl Semen was positioned as commander).
Olgierd was introduced at the request of the Commission for the Evaluation of Scripts
as the grandchild of a Polish migrant who moved to Siberia in 1863. His role was
to personify the friendship between Russians and Poles. It also meant that a Polish-
speaking person could thus be placed in the position of tank commander, a position
that was exclusively reserved to Soviets during the war.

The Commission initiated changes that diluted the Russian identity of the crew
in order to bolster its Polishness, thereby overcoming the unpopularity of the Soviet-
controlled Berling Army in post-war Polish society.' At the same time, it was essential
to gloss over the fact that people like Olgierd’s grandfather were sentenced to expulsion
because of their anti-Tsarist behaviour after the January Uprising of 1863 in the former
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth against the Russian Empire.

The four tank-men come together in the Polish First Armoured Brigade
symbolically called the defenders of Westerplatte, as it never fought in Westerplatte.
This Brigade was a Polish military unit within the Soviet-controlled Berling Army. The
series neglects to mention the fact that the Berling Army was composed of Polish war
deportees to the Soviet Union who had not made their way earlier to the bigger army
of General Wiadystaw Anders set up under Allied command in the 1941-1942 period,
which had left the Soviet Union for Iran and Palestine in March 1942 and was put
under British supervision following a British-Soviet-Polish understanding.®*

Rewriting history at the bug

The series’ content is the result of a compromise between what Polish producers were
allowed to achieve within the constraints of the state-controlled broadcasting system and
what the young audience expected. This compromise can be seen most clearly in scenes
that take place at the borders, namely on the Bug and Oder rivers. The second episode of
the series features Janek Kos sitting in his tank in the vicinity of the eastern bank of the Bug
on 22 July 1944 and listening to a message on Radio Moscow informing listeners that the
Polish Army had crossed Poland’s eastern border at the Bug a day earlier, on 21 July 1944,
and had just liberated the Polish people.”® The problem with this is that the Bug was not
the Soviet-Polish border in the interwar period: it became so only after the war.** The date
21 July 1944 refers to the establishment in Moscow of a provisional Polish government, an
important source of legitimacy for communist power in Poland in the post-war period.
The news was announced in Moscow and reached Poles via Radio Moscow.

In contrast to the portentous words of the Radio Moscow newsflash, the camera
reduces the action in the next scene to a tank crew subversively crossing the Bug. The
camera zooms in on the four soldiers in their tank - a boy’s archetypal favourite toy —
and their dog - a child’s faithful friend - reaching the river bank.®® Whereas in the
initial version Gustlik, upon seeing the river, exclaimed: ‘We’ll soon be in Poland, guys!;
the censors required this to be changed to: ‘Isn’t that the Bug?’ in order to provide this
new propaganda piece with authenticity, as soldiers of the Berling Army would not
have associated the Bug with the Polish border.®
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As a female Red Army soldier orders the crew to wait while a convoy of Soviet
soldiers crosses, Janek and his dog Szarik start to distract the Soviets with tricks.®” The
soldiers laugh and stop to watch them, creating a traffic jam. The rest of the tank crew
then take advantage of the commotion and swiftly cross the river without waiting for
permission, blowing kisses to the female border guard. The four men thus outsmart
the Soviets, thanks to their Zorro-like escapades, and it is as if their disobedience is
justified because they are Poles and therefore are the ‘real’ liberators. While the Polish
vice-minister of culture, Tadeusz Zaorski, called the dog scene absurd, because ‘one
dog would never be able to hold up a convoy, another member of the Commission
pleaded for the scene not to be deleted so as to keep children’s attention.®

Subsequent research conducted in America has shown that a child’s attention
is indeed triggered by signals associated with child-oriented content. As children
know that these will lead to enjoyable content, they are willing to watch scenes they
do not understand or to continue watching when a particular scene does not seem
to appeal at first glance.® The waiting and the sulky border guard enforcing unfair
rules stress the importance of the border line, but there was little here for a child to
enjoy. The Commission members decided to conduct a test screening of the episode,
giving children the final say on whether the dog scene would stay in or not.”” Now
established as co-decision-makers as to how propaganda content was to be consumed,
the children voted to keep the scene. The decision-making process behind the dog
scene thus shows that a majority of adults involved in the broadcasting decision were
so concerned about making television enjoyable for children that they were willing to
give them a decisive voice.

On the other side of the bridge, ecstatically happy civilians await the arrival of
the crew. Their presence is no accident. It is the result of an intervention from the
Commission, which had lamented a ‘lack of emotions’ in the welcoming party and
demanded more enthusiasm from the crowd.”” As a result, Polish-speaking civilians
offer flowers to their liberators and the main characters rejoice in being home. The
scriptwriter even introduced a joke so as to optimize Grigorij’s Georgian background:
he has darker skin because his Polish father was a chimney sweeper, a joke that the
Commission members particularly liked.” Janek, in turn, asks around whether
anybody has heard of his father. He discovers that all 7,000 Westerplatte soldiers have
died. Not only does this discovery ascribe an artificial significance to a battle in which,
in reality, only fifteen Polish soldiers died,” it also creates an artificial continuum
between the soldiers who had defended Polish freedom in 1939 and the tank crew
restoring it, thanks to their crossing of the Bug in 1944.

Although it is never mentioned that there is a border at the Bug, the whole scene
is built on contrasting the two banks of the river. Viewers are expected to laugh at and
admire the actions of the tank crew, but not to give a second thought to the notion
of the Bug as an incontrovertible border. Throughout the Bug episode, the young
public’s identification with the heroes of the tank crew and their sympathy for the dog
render the occasionally incongruous historical setting somewhat more digestible. But
the latter was not without ideological meaning. By ensuring that this backdrop had
little in common with history, and much more with the nation’s imaginary history,
the scriptwriters were able to situate the television series in a Polish context and to

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 166 @ 23-06-2018 15:27:01



®

Representing Borders in Four Tank-Men and a Dog 167

encompass in the show expressions of nationalism that reminded viewers of their
place in the world.” Raising this new official narrative beyond the level of conscious
awareness accelerated its absorption, as if it were a banal phenomenon that no longer
needed to be discussed.”

Stabilizing the consciousness of the Western Polish border:
The Oder River

The three episodes that take place at the Oder River stage a battle reminiscent of a
Zorro episode between the good guys (the tank crew) and the bad guys (the eternal
German enemy).” In the thirteenth episode, our Polish tank crew operating under
Soviet supervision repairs its cannon barrel on the eastern bank of the Oder and
tests it by firing oftf random shots across the river towards the Germans; they hit an
ammunition station.” This places their leading Soviet officer in a difficult position,
because he is supposed to punish his crew, all the while handing them a medal.”

The second scene takes place the following day, when the tank crew erects a
wooden pole marking the border on the river bank. This activity answers to an order
sent to all members of the Polish People’s Army two weeks after the Yalta Conference.
However, there is a twist: although this activity aimed to show its support of the 1945
Yalta Treaty, for the benefit of viewers watching in the late 1960s, it also unwittingly
brought to attention the western Polish borderlands’ insecure post-war status. Grigorij
designs a pole representing a Georgian mountain - a symbol from Stalin’s native state
- and a Polish eagle - the symbol of the Polish state since the Piast dynasty. Grigorij’s
action has a twofold meaning: to show that the Polish territory encompasses anew the
western lands where the Polish state had once arisen and that in the 1960s its security
was guaranteed by the Soviet Union.

The message from the first scene is that the tank crew members are spontaneous
social actors who are not under the thumb of their Soviet superiors; they are
allowed a degree of subversiveness when it comes to defending the motherland.
The second scene is considerably more propagandistic, but in combination with
its predecessor does not seem quite so out of place. What might appear crudely
doctrinaire on its own becomes much more acceptable when viewed directly after
a scene depicting charming escapades. The first scene may even grant significance
to the second. Viewers could transfer the message from one to the other and be
left with the impression that the tank men’s initiative to erect a border pole had
come straight from the heart and was not just the implementation of an order. The
intention informing such a juxtaposition of scenes seems to transform what might
initially have appeared to be propaganda into cowboy tricks. Such a representation
designed for children seems all the more obvious since such ‘spontaneous’ practices
on the tank crew’s part are omnipresent throughout the show.” Later research on
children’s comprehension of television has indeed revealed that a repetition of
practices influences the children’s meaning-making process and facilitates their
ability to memorize a programme.®
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Finally, the Battle of the Oder begins. The tank is positioned on a wooden raft and
Polish soldiers drag it by hand, holding onto a cable attached to both sides of the river.
But the cable snaps and the tank crew is dragged by the current right into the hands
of a German commander, with only the dog being able to swim back. Recognizing the
cannon barrel with which he had been attacked the day before, the commander makes
a bet with them: if the tank-men are able to drive with their tank through a German
firing line, they will be set free. Although the tank doesn’t survive the ordeal, the crew
does, and the four men make their getaway into a wood.® Later, they overpower a
German watch tower at a water dam and take the watchmen as prisoners of war.*

Surprisingly, one local German watchman, Kugiel, informs the crew that German
soldiers are planning to flood the city at the river in order to defend it against the
advancing Soviet and Polish troops. The reason for Kugiel’s betrayal of his fellow
Germans is that he does not want his house to be flooded.* After a number of
skirmishes between the good guys and the bad guys, the tank crew is able to beat the
Germans and reach the western bank of the river, thanks to an inspiring combination
of courage, ingenuity and sense of fraternity.*

The presentation of the character Kugiel is particularly significant. Because of
the general emphasis on the irredeemable wickedness of Germans, the depiction of
Poland’s supposed ideological allies from East Germany proved problematic in the
film, as in real life.* In the entire audiovisual collection of the Polish People’s Republic,
we can find only one movie besides this television series that features a positive East
German character.® Kugiel is thus intended to serve as a sympathetic representation
of the people of the GDR. Although he lives on the western bank of the Oder, he
speaks Polish because he fell in love with a Polish-speaking woman from the city
of Pila, who was singing in a Polish church choir. Pita, situated on the eastern bank
of the Oder, was part of Germany in the interwar period. It became Polish only in
1944-1945. In contrast to other cities with a similar history, a significant portion of
Pila’s inhabitants spoke Polish, and the town even had a Polish church choir.*” Pila was
chosen for the series because it could create the erroneous impression that the Polish
western borderlands had always been inhabited by a large number of Catholic Poles.
In this way, one could gloss over an unpleasant truth concerning the mass expulsion
of Germans in the early post-war years. Kugiel is portrayed as an opportunist, who
decides to help Poles because he is sure there is something in it for him. The message
for Polish children was that you could cooperate with your East German neighbours,
as long as you watched out.

The series” public impact

Four Tank-Men premiered on 9 May 1966 on the commemoration day of the Soviet
victory over Nazi Germany and became an instant hit. A 1968 opinion poll indicated
that 70 per cent of Polish viewers liked the series,*® and that by the end of 1974,
7,109,000 individuals had seen it.* The series was also shown in the cinema, with four
episodes bundled together; in this format, it attracted 8,343,912 viewers in 1968. It was
ranked twenty-fourth on the list of the fifty biggest box-office hits on Polish screens
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from 1945 to 2000. This is an impressive result, considering that only five movies from
this or an earlier period finished in a higher position - out of these, only three were
Polish, and all were made for adults.”

The hype it must have created can be felt while reading articles in weeklies such
as Polityka (Politics), as well as children’s magazines such as Walka Mfodych (The
Fight of the Young). From the end of the 1960s onwards, many children from Poland
and other Eastern Bloc countries were brought up watching the series. Recently, the
series has become a nostalgia consumer product. Many who had been materially
better off before the transformations of the 1990s have started to look back fondly
to cultural productions from their childhood in search of familiarity and safety.”!
Andrzej Sklodkowski directed a documentary about the staging of the series, Marek
Lazarz summarized the fictional content of the series in a book, a privately owned
museum was opened and DVD box-sets have been released.”> The series has also found
a devoted international fan base. The Wikipedia page of the series is accessible in
thirteen languages, the Internet Movie Database has a popular fan page and YouTube
enables viewers to watch the series at any time.” The fact that Polish public television
has shown the series again in the early afternoon since 2010 proves that Polish children
continue to enjoy it.

After ‘all those Zorros and Robin Hoods), Polish children in the 1960s finally found
their own Polish hero.”* The series became a point of reference in children’s games:
after having played Zorro, children now either wanted to be Janek’ or were ‘in love
with Janek’*® Furthermore, it was not only in the living room and schools that children
expressed their admiration.”® Around 20,000 children joined the newly established
Kluby Pancernych (Armoured Children’s Clubs), which engaged their members in
social actions dedicated to the series. Football stadiums were packed with people
wanting to meet the actors, and ‘hundreds’ of letters were written to them.”’

Television influences social interaction. Whereas some sociologists point to
increased cohesion among family members gathered in front of the television, others
state that watching television has replaced family interaction and conversation,
leading to a swifter exposure of children to the moral values expressed by the
television industry.”® Watching television also leads to sociological standardization and
homogenization. By the end of the 1960s, most Polish children were able to recognize
Szarik, the dog.”

The life of the series after 1989

Four Tank-Men was shown on a regular basis until 2006, when the director of the
National Polish Broadcasting Corporation, Bronistaw Wildstein, acceded to the
request of a veteran organization (Porozumienie Organizacji Kombatanckich i
Niepodlegtosciowych) to stop airing programmes that falsified history. Despite the
controversy, private television channel Kino Polska showed the series again in 2007. In
2008, TVP broadcast the series again, now accompanied by a talk show in which film
critic Krzysztof Klopotowski discussed the falsifications with, more often than not,
nationalist-conservative historians.
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Klopotowski invited a Russian PhD student from Warsaw University, Viktoria
Dunaeva, to discuss the third episode. When she attempted to downplay the
propaganda’s role by saying that it was merely an ‘adventure film for children,
Klopotowski replied that ‘the best propaganda (was) adventure for children’. After a
heated discussion, he bade Dunaeva farewell with the following words: ‘So, all those
years of Soviet indoctrination must have had some effect!’® Klopotowski firmly
believes that a united Polish society existed during and after the war, which suffered
under the yoke of German and Soviet oppression, both occupying forces being equally
iniquitous. He and his right-wing allies grumble over the show’s heinous propaganda
without bothering to examine the reasons for the show’s success, nor to look beyond
the show’s flagrant inaccuracies. Klopotowski was heavily criticized; one of his articles
received more than 78,000 negative reactions online, conclusive proof if it were needed
that the series remains immensely popular.!” Fans continue to take pleasure in the
show’s subversive and adventurous appeal, even while acknowledging that it was a
communist television production.'®

Conclusion

The Polish children’s television series Four Tank-Men and a Dog first aired in 1966,
stimulated feelings of belonging, along with a shared history and set of values, through
the fictional adventures of Berling Army soldiers during the Second World War. The
dominant paradigms in the historiography of children’s television, centralizing the
importance of genre in the West and of propaganda in the East, do not enable us to
understand the popularity of this state-controlled television series. This popularity
extended both in space, that is, throughout the Soviet Bloc, and in time, with the series
being shown in Poland almost without interruption from its release until today.

Researching the series with a transnational cultural lens, however, reveals that
television codes and conventions from the West were integrated in this communist
production. The series’ content is the result of a compromise between what Polish
children, who were enthusiastically watching the imported American childrens
Western Zorro, expected and the degree of freedom television producers could
negotiate within the constraints of the censored, state-controlled broadcasting system.

The insights this chapter offers into that negotiation mechanism are eye-opening.
Not only do they depict television producer Konrad Nalecki as a creative co-author of
a narrative on Polish national ideology, they also show that adults in power, concerned
about providing children with successful entertainment, gave the latter freedom
of choice concerning the editing of a crucial border scene. As a result, communist
children’s television is both specific and universal, and both propaganda and genre are
key concepts needed to analyse its meaning.

The depiction of borders at the Bug and Oder rivers in Four Tank-Men, which
played a quintessential role in the legitimation of the Polish People’s Republic, is clearly
propagandistic. While the crossing of the imagined eternal Soviet-Polish border at
the Bug symbolized the transformation from Polish captivity to Polish freedom, the
fighting at the Oder warned viewers of the perennial threat of German revisionism,
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from which Poland would only be protected through securing friendship with the
Soviet Union. Another specificity of Four Tank-Men lies in the irony, inconsistency
and internal contradictions of the plot that corresponded to the way Polish society was
organized, insofar as Polish borders needed to be kept in place, and national identity
celebrated under the acceptance of Soviet hegemony. The joke that tank-man Grigorij
had a darker skin because his Polish father was a chimney sweeper, which serves to
gloss over his Georgian background once he finds himself on Polish soil, showcases the
volatility of historical meanings.

However, since they consumed the series as an entertaining adventure, young
viewers considered its historical content largely irrelevant, in the same way that an
American child would enjoy the narrative plot of a Western. The universality of
this communist children’s television series lay in the fact that the historical content
functions only as a backdrop against which the heroes can present themselves as a
cowboy gang undertaking subversive activities during their journey to the West.
To that end, television producer Konrad Nalecki borrowed enthusiastically and
intensively from different genre codes and conventions: the road movie, the comedy,
the war movie and, above all, the Western. While the depiction of the crossing of the
Bug River was based on a gross historical falsehood, the Oder River scenes employ
the tropes of a Western battle: good guys versus bad guys. These adaptations grant the
series its universal appeal. Packaging ideology at the margins of, or beyond, conscious
awareness was nonetheless meaningful, as the representation of borders reminded
Polish children of their place in the world. To an extent, enjoying the series meant
endorsing its ideological content and accepting its stance on the nation’s territory.

Is adventure for children the best type of propaganda, as right-wing conservative
television critic Krzysztof Ktopotowski remarked of Four Tank-Men in 20082 Now
grown-up and resentful or ashamed to have been ‘deceived;'® some ex-devotees
criticize Four Tank-Men for its inaccuracies. What they forget is the extent to which
children, just like their parents, were willing to accept political ambiguities in exchange
for entertainment. Its subversive merit lay in the fact that the series transformed a
dominant narrative of the past based on forgery into a charming communist fairy tale
in which children wanted to believe. In the end, children under communism were
already consumers of mass media content and, therefore, also ought to be studied as
such.
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Between Censorship and Scholarship:
The Editorial Board of the Czechoslovak Academy
of Sciences (1969-1989)

Libora Oates-Indruchova

A variety of censorship forms pervaded not only cultural and political discourses and
production in the Eastern Bloc but also scholarly publishing. This chapter is concerned
with the activities of the Editorial Board of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences
(Edi¢ni rada Ceskoslovenské akademie véd; hereafter, Editorial Board or Board)
between 1969 and 1989 vis-a-vis knowledge production and censoring mechanisms. I
draw on the holdings of the Editorial Board in the Archives of the Czech Academy of
Sciences, catalogued by Alena Migkova in 1990.

Censorship in the Eastern Bloc hasbeen largely studied as something that institutions
and state actors employed in order to constrain the creative spirit of individuals and to
pursue ideological goals, as has been pointed out most recently by Samantha Sherry.?
That is certainly the case when studying the discourse of power, although it must be
said that the communist power was exceptionally prone to flattering itself about its
reach and strength. Sara Jones, in her study of GDR writers, belongs to the minority of
censorship researchers who emphasize negotiation rather than repression with respect
to communist cultural institutions.

With respect to scholarly censorship, I have studied both science policies, that is,
the discourse of the hegemonizing power* - the ‘rulers, and that of the authors and
researchers themselves — the ‘ruled. These two narratives ran almost counter to each
other: the policy documents seemed to reveal the increasing domination of political
institutions over scholarship, while the researchers’ narratives about their experience
speak of a great deal of agency and negotiation. So I chose as my third source the records
of the Editorial Board of the Czechoslovak flagship research institution: the Academy
of Sciences, an actor in an intermediary position between the two poles of power. Its
members were positioned as censors, but at the same time they were also creative
individuals, scholars. As Board members they had to answer for their decisions to the
institutions above them; as authors they were subject to the same ideologies they were
bringing to bear upon those below. I was interested in the balance between these two
roles played by the Editorial Board, in order to gain an insight into the participation
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of smaller actors in the system of state-socialist scholarly publishing. I focus my
inquiry on the period of normalization (1969-89), because during that time no formal
censoring institution existed that would include science and scholarship, insofar as
this area was specifically exempt from the law regulating access to information - the
so-called Press Law [tiskovy zdkon].?

What was the Editorial Board of the Academy of Sciences?

In her introduction to the inventory of the holdings, Miskova provides a valuable
summary of the Board’s function and activities. The Board was established in October
1961 by a decree of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia
and held its first meeting in February 1962. Its mandate and scope of responsibilities
were considerable: they ranged from the evaluation of publishing plans for books and
periodicals of Academia, the publishing house of the Academy of Sciences, through the
decisions on all stages of the publishing process (approving proposals and manuscripts,
determining the length of publications, setting authors’ honoraria), to the impact of
the publications and marketing issues, such as sales, stock, profit and losses. It reported
to the presidium of the Academy of Sciences, who also appointed senior academic
managers (and trusted party members) as the Board members.

The first Editorial Board comprised eleven members and was chaired by the
historian Josef Macek. It was disbanded and reappointed several times and the number
of its members fluctuated due to resignations and new appointments. In total, there
were four Boards: the first lasted from January 1962 to June 1970, the second from
October 1970 to December 1979, the third from January 1980 to September 1983 and
the fourth from October 1983 to December 1989.¢ The Board held monthly meetings,
whose agenda typically included decisions concerning publishing proposals and
manuscripts submitted by the Scientific Committees [védeckd kolegia] for the various
disciplines of the Academy, discussion of editorial issues with their representatives and
tasks assigned by the presidium (Miskova 1990). The Board’s archives hold the minutes
from the meetings, as well as the briefing materials provided to the members.’”

Periodization of publishing practice

Despite normalization being treated as a homogenous period of state socialism, it had
its own internal dynamics and turning points. Political and economic development
together with generational exchange structured the conditions of scholarly research
and publishing over these twenty years. The repressive measures introduced in the first
years of normalization, which aimed at cleansing academia of any traces of the reform
process that had led to the Prague Spring, have been extensively researched.® So have
been various aspects of the impact of the Charter 77.° Perestroika as a distinct period,
by contrast, has received much less attention, as has an internal chronology of the two
decades of normalization." My own research of science policies has shown that the
momentum that resulted in the fast and dramatic transformation of academia between
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1969 and the early 1970s may have abated, but did not peter out completely. Scholarly
research and publishing received new restrictive impulses from above throughout the
entire period, including perestroika. These aimed at subsuming all spheres of academia
under a centralized party control — an aim that was never fully accomplished, although
the policy instruments to achieve it were in place."

The year 1977 is the first significant turning point in science policies. They instated
further ideological tightening, probably linked to the publication of the Charter 77.
Interestingly, the argumentation of these new directives was much more abstract
and diffuse. The concrete and even logically formulated verbal attacks against fairly
precisely defined enemies that were present in the early normalization documents
disappeared. Documents from the late 1970s onwards increasingly consisted of empty
ideological phrases.

The impact of this discursive environment could have been twofold. First, if the
language of the policies and, by extension, the limits of permissibility were obscure, then
everything and everybody was potentially ideologically precarious. Second, however,
the lack of clarity also allowed for creative interpretations of the policies and therefore
for negotiation of discursive spaces by the various actors. Moreover, the language
that ceased to name blurred the dividing line between the previously unambiguous
‘us’ and ‘them, in which ‘them’ connoted the Prague Spring reformists. This heralded
the beginning of a gradual generational change: young people, unconnected with the
events and personages of 1968, began to enter the normalized academia — whether as
primarily researchers or primarily apparatchiks.

The record of publication approvals and rejections in the minutes from the Editorial
Board’s sessions mirrors the evolutionary curve observed in the general science policies:
1977 appears to have been a turning point also in scholarly publishing. Ideological
pressure and budgetary issues, including paper quotas, worked in concert, resulting in
stricter limitations on who and what was published. The argumentation for decisions
also changes from concrete to vague, from more information to less as the years went
by. At the beginning of normalization, the Board’s minutes relatively honestly cited
emigration or ideological reasons, if those were the case, for withdrawing a book
from publication or rejecting a publishing proposal or manuscript, and the grounds
for the decision were detailed in the briefing materials. From the late 1970s onwards,
political reasons are no longer recorded; the minutes list plain ‘approved, ‘rejected’
or ‘put on hold’ pending such and such supplementary information. Only apparently
non-political reasons continue to be given, such as budgetary constraints and thematic
divisions among publishing houses.

Yet, in 1977 new grounds for rejecting proposals appear. These could be grouped
under the following official headings: ‘Recycling, that is, a substantial part of the
proposed manuscript has already been published in journals; ‘Per author allocation;,
that is, the author has already published a book recently either in the publishing
house Academia or elsewhere; ‘Not ours) that is, that the authors are not employed
at the Academy of Sciences but at another research institute or university that has
their own publishing house; ‘Market saturation, that is, a publication on a similar topic
is already available; and ‘No PhD theses, new editions or studies not resulting from
projects conducted within the State Plan of Basic Research’!? The recommendation to
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favour the employees of the Academy was issued in November 1972 as an economizing
measure, and it became a regular ground for rejecting publishing proposals towards the
end of the decade.” The argumentation that authors should publish with their home
institution was added as another sieve for considering manuscripts and publishing
proposals to the policy of a thematic narrowing of Academia that already existed since
1972. Then a directive from above divided the territory of scholarly publishing into
specializations. The publishing house Academia was to publish basic research and
selectively also textbooks, manuals, popular science and encyclopaedias, while the
publishing houses Svoboda and Pravda were to focus on the history of the Communist
Parties and labour movement, as well as on political literature.* The requirement that
Academia should publish only work resulting from the State Plan became a policy in
1977 and thereafter a regular ground for turning proposals down."

Political reasoning, when it appears, is shrouded in vague formulations, for instance
‘Such and such proposal has to be consulted with “bodies” s orgdny]’'® A direct request
for ideological conformity seldom appears. One rare example involves a manuscript
on ecology whose printing was postponed until the authors rewrote the text to render
it ‘consistent with the Marxist understanding of the substance of the ecological issue,
while its conceptual solution would be grounded in the Marxist-Leninist scientific
world view, as well as in the practice of building a socialist society’.'” However, this
unusually frank formulation appears only in the draft of the minutes and is crossed out
in pencil, while the finalized document was not preserved in the archives. The briefing
materials were rarely preserved between 1979 and 1982.

Sifting through the Editorial Board’s archive, no dramatic changes during perestroika
are discernible. Nonetheless, minor reform tendencies had already begun in the early
1980s. They did not necessarily point to any ideological relaxation, but to an emergence
of new, if tentative and limited, spaces for scholarly expression. In 1982, the Board
received an impulse from above to discuss the possibility of creating new journals for the
first time since the onset of normalization,'® although nothing came of it till the regime
change. In 1987, a reform of the peer-review system was proposed, and in 1988 approved.
From then on, the authority to choose peer reviewers was delegated from the Editorial
Board to the editors-in-chief, with the exception of social sciences and humanities."

Material conditions of publishing progressively worsened throughout
normalization — perestroika certainly did not bring any improvement in that respect.
In the Academia publishing house, a three- to four-year production time after the
manuscript had been accepted became the rule rather than the exception and would
not necessarily imply protractions due to political difficulties. The delays were caused
by at least three structural factors that essentially functioned as censoring mechanisms:
fixing the publishing plan a long time ahead, backlog in the printing house and
paper quotas. Academia’s publishing plan was fixed two years in advance.” After it
was proposed by the Editorial Board, it had to be approved by the presidium of the
Academy,” and at least at the beginning of normalization also by high party ‘bodies’*
Academia’s contractual printing house had at least a three-year backlog?®; if the annual
reports on the activities of Academia call the situation at the printers’ ‘unfavourable’
[nepfiznivd] in 1972, by 1989 they use the attribute ‘catastrophic’ [havarijni].” Finally,
Academia had the same paper quota for books in 1983 as it did in 1953.%
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Despite the perennial complaints about the paper quotas in the minutes, decisions
on the size of print runs are sometimes telling (such as the refusal to reduce the print
run of the journal Social Sciences in the Soviet Union (Socidlni védy v SSSR) from 6,000
to 5,400),%” but more often mind-boggling from the perspective of today’s academic
book market. The Editorial Board became first concerned with the demand versus
print run issue as late as in 1984 when it began to require quarterly reports from
Academia on pre-orders of its books. The table accompanying this request reveals a
peculiar production planning: for example, the print run of Lexikon Ceské literatury
(Lexicon of Czech Literature), a reference book likely to be used by a wide audience
including secondary school students, was set at 5,000 copies, while the pre-orders
reached 21,711; by comparison, the specialized historical study Vyvoj uhelného
priimyslu v Ceskych zemich po prismyslové revoluci (Coal Industry in the Czech Lands
since the Industrial Revolution) was to be printed in 1,000 copies, with a preliminary
demand of eighty-six copies.”

Levels of approval and restrictive editorial policies

It is difficult to reconstruct the exact practice of the hierarchy of approvals at Academia
from the archival holdings of the Editorial Board, because these procedures are not
always fully recorded and, anyway, social sciences and humanities were always placed
into a separate category, to which exemptions from the general rule applied.* What
is clear, however, is that Academia had little publishing autonomy: it functioned
as a service to the Academy of Sciences that executed the decisions of its Scientific
Committees and the Editorial Board. As a publisher it did not even have as much
decision-making independence as other state publishing houses or, indeed, as scholarly
publishers in other state socialist countries — a complaint expressed already in 1971.%
Academia requested - in vain - a share in the formulation and implementation of
the editorial policy of the Academy of Sciences.”® Only as late as in May 1987 did
the Editorial Board discuss the possibility to entrust editors-in-chief of Academia’s
publishing departments with appointing peer reviewers from the approved Peer
Reviewers Pool, independently.”” An additional approval level was formalized a few
years into normalization, in 1976, when Academia was assigned to request a written
review on publication proposals from the authors’ heads of department ‘in justified
cases’ [v odivodnénych piipadech]. However, the minutes do not list the criteria for
this justification.® Still, Academia did have a place in the hierarchy of freedoms and
privileges: an author, at least if employed at the Academy of Sciences, could offer a
manuscript to a foreign publisher only if Academia was not interested in publishing
it.*

In the light of this curtailment of authors’ agency, it may appear somewhat
surprising that the Editorial Board cared whether the authors gave written consent to
the publication of their work. How consistently this was observed and whether only in
politically sensitive cases cannot be established from this archival source. The minutes
do record one case from early normalization when a co-author who had emigrated in
1965 threatened to sue if the botany book to which he had contributed about 30 per
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cent was going to be published without his name. The Editorial Board feared legal issues
and put the publication on hold; it then tasked its chairman with seeking the approval
of the president of the Academy.*® The book was published the same year, citing a
collective authorship (kol.). Even the name of the (politically non-controversial) lead
author was removed and listed only as the author of the Introduction.*

The content of journals published by the Academy of Sciences was even more
carefully monitored than the content of books. The Editorial Board conducted an
annual review of all the journals as to their scientific, as well as ideological, content; also
their size and structure (such as the number of pages of individual journal sections)
was closely watched. The Academy published sixty-seven journals throughout the
period, all of which had a strictly prescribed length, which means that their editors
did not have any flexibility as to the number of pages per issue.”” The paper allocation
and therefore also the decision on the size and structure of the journals came from
outside of the Academy, from the Czech Bureau for Press and Information (Cesky
tad pro tisk a informace; CUTT), although the Academy had its representative there.”
As in other instances, the dual pressures of structural and political censorship are
difficult to separate: when, in 1977, the Editorial Board recommended that articles by
international authors be allocated a maximum of 15-20 per cent of the overall journal
content, was it motivated by increasing budgetary difficulties and the paper quota, or
by the growing political pressure following Charter 77? The former can be traced in the
archives throughout the entire period, while one of the most salient instances of the
latter is recorded in 1977: in the name of making the ‘ideological and propagandist work
of the Academy of Sciences more effective, the Editorial Board assigned the Academia
publishing house to compile a list of topics ‘suitable for ideologico-educational uses’;
these were to include political anniversaries and Academia was to recruit the authors.*
To be fair, the Board issued recommendations concerning also the scientific quality of
the journals, such as the criterion in 1980 that Academia’s journals published in foreign
languages should not be accepting articles by Czech authors that had been rejected by
international journals.*

Peer reviews

The Academia publishing house sent both book and article manuscripts for peer
review before they were accepted for publication. The process, however, was only
partially akin to the scholarly peer review as we know it today. Academia had a special
body, the Peer Reviewers Pool [lektorsky sbor], whose status was instituted in 1972 and
revised in 1978. It was obliged to recruit all peer reviewers from within this pool.*!
The names on the list were drawn from the Academy, universities and other research
institutions. Every member had to be vetted by their head of department and by the
party, as well as by the appropriate Scientific Committee of the Academy of Sciences.
In social sciences and humanities, almost all of the reviewers were party members,
only fine arts and linguistics included a significant proportion of non-members.** The
Academia publishing house, however, did not appoint the reviewers, that privilege
belonged to the Editorial Board on the basis of a proposal from the relevant Scientific
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Committee. The latter could suggest a peer reviewer outside of the pool only if they
presented a successful argument that the list did not include a suitable specialist. The
appointment was conditioned on the consent of this reviewer’s head of department.
This mechanism implied that — for better or for worse - a relatively small group of
people (several dozen, depending on which Scientific Committee) acted as both
scholarly and ideological gatekeepers at Academia.*’ So, on the one hand, if an author
or a manuscript aroused the ire of a particular individual, there was little chance
of seeing the manuscript in print in this publishing house. On the other hand, if a
Scientific Committee befriended a peer reviewer from the list, it acquired a channel for
shepherding manuscripts towards successful publication. Even so, the Editorial Board
insisted on partially external peer reviews: it reminded the Scientific Committees —
supposedly repeatedly - that if an author was not an employee of the Academy, at least
one of the two reviewers had to be an employee and vice versa, manuscripts by the
Academy’s employees had to be assessed by at least one reviewer from the outside.**

Briefing materials for the December 1985 Editorial Board meeting suggest that peer
reviewing could be a lucrative side job. The Academy had to implement an internal
regulation on the remuneration of peer reviewers, following Government Decree
[Usneseni vlddy] no. 298 from 1983 that placed restrictions on side employment
contracts. The briefing materials include a detailed analysis of the implications of the
new financial regulations for the entire peer-reviewing process. One person could
now perform activities under simplified tax conditions of only up to ninety hours
for all employers combined outside of their regular employment contract. More
work hours required a regular employment contract, which was subject to the main
employer’s consent and to full taxation. The practice in publishing houses, and not
just in Academia, was (and largely remains today) to contract peer reviewers under
the simplified arrangement, stipulating the number of hours per item. Often, as the
briefing materials state, journals made only a verbal agreement for article reviews and
paid the authors for their compounded work once or twice a year. The complaints
now expressed were that the obligation to conclude individual written contracts
exponentially increased the administrative load in the publishing house, endangered
the quality of the peer-review process and put peer reviewers from the Academy of
Sciences at a disadvantage. The latter claim was based in that the employees of the
Academy could not sign side contracts with their own institution according to the
new rules. Neither was it viable for them to do this work without payment, because
that supposedly presented too many legal complications. The intriguing underlying
assumption here is that the peer reviewers often exceeded the ninety-hours-per-year
limit. That was perhaps natural, given that only those listed in the approved pool
could act as peer reviewers. However, it also testifies to the not-insignificant financial
incentive to oblige the publishing house, to be cooperative and write the peer review
in a manner that the publisher desired.* That could mean both to write a scathing
condemnation of a manuscript on political grounds and, the opposite, to facilitate
publication by praising the manuscript’s scholarly and ideological merits.

The case of Daniela Hodrovas manuscript Pohyb romdnu (The Movements of the
Novel) offers a glimpse of a rather shady peer-reviewing practice — shady by today’s
standards and hard to tell how routine at that time. The manuscript was based on
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the author’s doctoral (i.e. ‘CSc, candidatus scientarium) thesis defended in 1980
and submitted as a publishing proposal to Academia in 1982. The Editorial Board
approved the proposal in November 1982, but withdrew its approval in May 1983.
What happened was that the person appointed as the lead of the two reviewers
declined the job (citing other commitments and health issues). The manuscript was
sent to the chair of the Fine Arts Scientific Committee [ Védecké kolegium véd o uméni|
for preliminary assessment. He returned a negative report, from which the briefing
materials include a quotation. It is worth pointing out that it was one of the rare
instances of providing an extract from any reader’s reports in the briefing materials
or, indeed, fragments of these reports preserved in the Editorial Board archive: “This
is certainly not a step forward with regards to Marxist research, but a step backward. I
consider this work as ideologically and methodologically very harmful, it would lead
literary interpretation toward a relapse into total ahistoricity and deideologizing’*¢ The
Editorial Board scrapped the proposal, but was aware that to do so only on the grounds
of a preliminary assessment was at odds with legal procedures. A new lead reviewer
had to be appointed, a formal peer review had to be written and the author was to
be acquainted with the peer review and given the chance to rewrite and resubmit
her manuscript.”” Predictably, the author of the negative preliminary assessment was
appointed lead reviewer in November 1983.* The work was not published until ten
years later, after the regime change.* The Hodrova example illustrates the power fiat
that could be deployed to bend any regulations to its will when a piece of writing
aroused the displeasure of the gatekeepers. If the authors were not able to draw on
their own social capital, this mechanism rendered them powerless, offering them only
sham recourse.

Conclusion: Censors or rigorous scholars?

On the example of the Editorial Board of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences, I tried
to illustrate the complexity of normalization scholarly publishing. Central planning
and party leadership determined not only the political line of editorial policies, but
also editorial plans and the scope of publication activities and sometimes even of
individual publications. That constrained the manoeuvering room of individual actors,
even an actor as privileged as the Editorial Board of the Academy. The directives
changed with the sways of the political climate and progressive economic difficulties.
The Board was answerable to the presidium of the Academy regarding the compliance
of all publications with the policies and with the party line. Still, it was not just an
instrument of the regime but an actor with agency. If the Board’s political function
curtailed its agency, its professional function allowed it to accrue agency. It vouched
for the scientific quality of the publications, a responsibility that connected scholarship
with politics, namely international politics. The argument that science and scholarship
were important instruments in the Cold War competition was on hand if the Board
chose to push a publication through, emphasizing its scientific importance within the
political context. This duality of the Editorial Board’s functions opened a space for
negotiation between the rulers and the ruled.
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The Board’s members were politically powerful men and (occasionally) women,
but they were also senior scholars who, despite their party allegiance, had genuine
professional concerns. Perhaps some, or even most, of them were more apparatchiks
than scholars, but the minutes from the meetings provide ample evidence of efforts
towards retaining and improving the scientific standards of the Academy’s publications.
The political argument could be used to support these initiatives just as readily as to
justify rejections of non-conformist publications. The refusal to publish ‘recycled’
texts, raw texts of PhD theses or articles by Czech authors that were rejected abroad
demonstrates this endeavour. Such practices would perhaps bewilder many a young
scholar today, when not only PhD theses, but often also MA dissertations are seen fit
for publication as soon as they are defended.*

The Editorial Board of the Academy of Sciences was just one actor on the map of
the normalization scholarly publishing landscape, but a crucial gatekeeper guarding
access to the most prestigious Czech scientific publishing house. Yet its role should not
be seen as straightforwardly censorial, but as ambivalent. At least to some extent, it
served the profession, rather than just the party.
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‘How Many Days Have the Comrades’ Wives
Spent in a Queue?” Appealing to the Ceausescus in
Late-Socialist Romania

Jill Massino

The title of this chapter is taken from a line in a letter written by Elena Negru, a longtime
party member, to First Lady Elena Ceausescu in February 1988 - less than two years
prior to communisms collapse in Eastern Europe.! The letter, which is fifteen pages long,
is at once a complaint, denunciation, request for assistance and a warning. Ms Negru
does not condemn the Ceausescus themselves but instead targets the ‘bad apples’ (e.g.
high-ranking functionaries), who she claims are responsible for the injustices suffered
by her son and other Romanians. At the same time, she expresses continued support for
communism, emphasizing her long-standing membership in the party. Such cautious
criticism illustrates the strategic and savvy way individuals highlighted deficiencies,
aberrations and abuses within the system without identifying Ceausescu per se as the
cause of the problem. In this way, Ms Negru sought to express her discontent without
provoking the ire of the Securitate, the Romanian political police.

Scholars have offered complex analyses of East German Eingaben (petitions) and
letters written by ordinary individuals to the Soviet leadership; however, the Romanian
case has only recently become a site of inquiry-these files becoming available to most
researchers only in 2007.2 Drawing on letters from the archive of the Central Committee
of the Romanian Communist Party (CC al PCR; Partidul Comunist Roman), this
chapter explores how ordinary Romanians petitioned, appealed and complained to the
Ceaugescus in the 1970s and 1980s’ - the height of the officially proclaimed “Golden
Era” (epoca de aur) when nationalism and the Ceausescu cult reached epic proportions,
while the material circumstances of ordinary Romanians continued to decline.

The correspondence housed in the Central Committee archive ranges from
requests for housing, travel visas and new medical technologies, to denunciations of
corrupt officials and incompetent co-workers, to allegations of medical malpractice,
to complaints about consumer shortages, adulterous husbands and neglectful fathers.*
While typically grievances, some letters were adulatory in nature with individuals
expressing fidelity to communist ideology, loyalty to the party and, in some cases, even
inviting Ceaugescu himself to family celebrations such as christenings and weddings.®
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In other cases, they were enraged criticisms of state policies and outright threats
against the regime.

Just as the subject matter of the letters varied, so too did their language and
tone. Some authors drew on articles of the Romanian Constitution, civic rights and
communist values; others employed maternal, familial or nationalist tropes. Meanwhile,
some wrote in a pleading or supplicating tone, while others were more critical, and
even sarcastic or mocking in character. Additionally, many referenced their personal
lives, foregrounding requests or demands within their larger, biographical narrative of
professional achievement, family status and contributions to the building of socialism.

On a basic level, these letters offer insight into people’s everyday lives: their needs,
desires and hopes, as well as their struggles, misfortunes and frustrations, illuminating
the manifold challenges experienced by ordinary individuals during late socialism. As
such, they provide rich portraits of daily life under Ceausescu. Moreover, because these
letters were a primary way for individuals to interact with the communist leadership,
they shed light on how people conceived of the state and their rights within socialist
society. Indeed, they demonstrate that far from being naive or passive subjects, some
Romanians were highly astute and active citizens, cleverly employing official tropes
and socialist parlance to vent, appeal to or make demands of the state. As a corollary,
those who included their actual name in the letters demonstrate a surprising level
of courage and boldness. Clearly, then, Romanians were not as helpless or inert as
totalitarian scholars would have us believe.

However, letters were not simply a medium for requesting favours, righting wrongs
and venting frustrations; they were also useful tools of the state. As Paul Betts notes
about East Germany: ‘Complaints variably served as barometers of common hopes and
expectations, individual investment in the state, as well as a controlled and controllable
outlet of everyday discontent’® Thus, letters served as a de facto opinion poll, enabling
the state to gauge, however imperfectly, popular opinion, root out corrupt officials,
make relevant policy changes and, if need be, enhance repressive measures. As such,
letters could serve as forms of intelligence, which, along with the Securitate, aided in
the surveillance of the population and in identifying sources of popular discontent.
At the same time, the state regarded ordinary correspondence as a safety valve,
a mechanism for expressing frustration and resentment with the system and for
providing individuals with the illusion that the party-state was genuinely concerned
with their needs and interests. In such a capacity, letters could help forestall - or at least
postpone — more active dissent.

The letters examined in this chapter constitute a small sampling of those received by
and archived in the Department of Letters and Audiences, which was a section within
the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party (hereafter, CC al PCR)
from the 1960s through 1980s.” Individuals typically appealed to high-ranking leaders
at the Central Committee in Bucharest as a last resort, after having unsuccessfully
sought redress of an issue through the party at the local or regional level. Thus, the
letters featured here do not include those received by local officials but not forwarded
to the Central Committee.

The regime produced annual statistical reports detailing the number of letters
submitted, the nature of the complaints and the status of the complainant (labourer,
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agricultural worker).® The figures far surpass the letters that are archived today,
indicating that many letters were ‘lost’ or discarded, or that the figures in statistical
reports were inflated. Also, these reports do not encompass letters that were destroyed
or discarded, a phenomenon that certainly occurred on the local or regional level as
party officials hoped to suppress knowledge of illicit or incriminating behaviour that
either they were engaged in or that occurred in their regions. Moreover, regulations
regarding county archives stipulated that some types of documents, including
correspondence, did not have a permanent retention period. Therefore, many letters
were purged in accordance with these regulations. Additionally, most letters found
in the archives today are not accompanied by official responses, as many of them,
especially requests for housing and material assistance and grievances about workplace
graft, would have been sent back to local authorities where they would have been
resolved (favourably or not), after which the local department would send a report
to the Department of Letters and Audiences of the Central Committee. Finally, after
1989, some of the documents that had been saved were deemed unimportant and were
destroyed, misfiled or went missing during the reorganization of the party archive. The
cache of available correspondence is thus incomplete and should not be considered
representative of the range of letters written during the period. Readers are therefore
forewarned that they will be left in suspense as to the outcome of some cases analysed
here.

As with all sources produced in authoritarian states with invasive surveillance
apparatuses and repressive police (particularly security police) forces, these letters
must be approached with caution. Fear of interrogation, job loss or even imprisonment
prevented Romanians from fully speaking their minds. Consequently, these letters
do not, in most cases, reflect the extent of people’s sentiments at the time. Instead,
most individuals couched their criticism within a larger story of personal suffering or
injustice, and deflected blame onto a lower-ranking bureaucrat as a means of ensuring
that they would not attract the ire of the authorities. They also often expressed
themselves in the language of the regime, what Stephen Kotkin refers to as ‘speaking
Bolshevik’® That said, in certain instances the content of the letters was exaggerated,
embellished and even fabricated, as some authors were motivated by a desire to settle
scores or by more nefarious motives.

Given that the communist leadership received tens of thousands of letters per year,
this chapter only provides a snapshot of the letters of appeal and complaints that were
addressed to the Ceausescus and were selected for archiving by functionaries working
at the Central Committee.’’ By the mid-1970s, the public sphere was saturated with
the Ceausescus, their photos appearing on the walls of workplaces, schools and other
official buildings, as well as on the cover or first page of a wide variety of publications
from the daily newspapers, to scholarly texts, to children’s magazines. In addition,
Nicolae Ceausescu could be frequently seen (either indirectly via television or directly
in workplace visits) and heard on the radio."! Meanwhile, poets wrote paeans to
the Ceaugescus in the press, and the couple either inspired or ‘authored” books and
articles on a wide range of topics and pressing issues. Given their omnipresence, the
solidity of their cults of personality by the 1980s and their roles as national patriarch
and matriarch, it is unsurprising that individuals regarded the Ceausescus as the most
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appropriate recipients of their letters and thus addressed their correspondence to them.
Moreover, addressing state leaders in correspondence was practised in the interwar
period, and the socialist leadership encouraged individuals to share their views and
critiques of the system, presenting letter writing as a form of civic engagement.'?

No place like home

Requests for new or improved lodging constituted one of the most common appeals
made by letter writers. As Romania modernized in the 1950s and 1960s, industrial
production took precedence over other entitlements such as consumer goods and
housing. The problem of housing newly arrived peasants in cities and burgeoning
industrial centres was particularly acute in the 1950s, though apartments were
perennially in short supply throughout the socialist period, particularly in urban
areas. These shortages were exacerbated by the privileging of the communist elite
and, to a lesser extent, skilled workers for housing and by individual gaming of the
system through connections and bribery. For those lacking such status, networks
and means, bartering, illicit trading or appealing to the authorities was their only
recourse for procuring an apartment or seeking a larger one as their family increased
in size.

Appeals for housing were usually penned by women since they were responsible
for household management and had to contend with cooking, cleaning, storing food
and caring for their families in often less-than-favourable conditions. Women’s pleas
for lodging were often highly emotional in tone, reading like desperate appeals from
mothers at their wits’ end. For example, in 1973 Floarea Berendei penned a letter to
Elena Ceaugescu requesting a larger dwelling for her family, which included herself,
her husband and her two daughters aged twelve and twenty. She appealed to Mrs
Ceausescu with the ‘conviction of a poor mother, so you will understand the difficult
situation I find myself in, and so that you can give me some comradely assistance’’
Explaining that her retired husband has a neurological disorder and needs a quiet
place to rest (lest he become abusive towards the family), and that her daughters need
a decent place to study, her plea is an impassioned one, made by a ‘simple’ subject
as she writes: ‘With tears in my eyes, I come to you, comrade Elena Ceausescu, as a
simple, woman worker, with the hope that you’ll give me some support so I can be
happy, too™* Of note is that Mrs Berendei used socialist parlance, along with maternal
tropes, appealing to Elena as a fellow comrade and mother to issue her a larger
apartment. Moreover, she referenced the issue of domestic violence, emphasizing its
deleterious effect on children. Finally, by noting that her children lacked sufficient
study space, she intimates that the state could not provide her with the necessary
conditions for nurturing a new generation of well-educated citizens about which the
regime endlessly boasted. It is unknown if Mrs Berendei’s pleas were heard, as no
response to her letter can be found in the file; however, her case might have been
settled by local authorities and not recorded. Regardless, Mrs Berendei clearly viewed
the first lady as the appropriate recipient for her letter and most likely to come to her
aid.
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Individuals frequently mobilized the trope of family to request a larger dwelling
or relocation to a different city. Moreover, age and ailing health were also invoked in
making the case for living near one’s family, appeals which could prove successful. For
instance, 58-year-old Georgeta Miahi, who cited hypertension, a nervous disorder and
heart and severe liver problems, was granted permission, in 1986, to exchange her
apartment for one owned by her daughter.”®

In some cases, a relative’s ill health and the author’s (or their family’s) essential role
in their care, was part of a larger, complex story of what they perceived as personal or
civic injustice. Such was the case of Olga Tudorache, an actress who wrote at least three
letters to the authorities in the late 1980s requesting that the two-room apartment of her
recently deceased brother-in-law — which, she notes, ‘he devoted 55 years of his hard
work and savings to’' — be transferred from a state agency (that had taken possession
of it) to her 27-year-old son, Alexandru. She places her request within the context of
her ex-husband’s flight from the country in the 1970s, a move, which, according to
Ms Tudorache, left her son effectively fatherless while also scarring his professional
trajectory as he was denied party membership because of his illicit departure. Thus, she
asserts, her son not only suffered from ‘not having a father’ but is now forced to ‘pay for
the sins of a father that he didn’t have’

To convince the authorities that her son is deserving, Ms Tudorache details his
educational and professional achievements, emphasizing that he was a ‘good child”:
serious, mature, hard working and thoughtful, who attended university and completed
his repartitie (state-assigned first job).'® Additionally, she stresses his filial piety, noting
that he (along with his fiancée) had been caring for his aunt, who, until her recent
death, was suffering from brain cancer and paralysis. In order to further curry favour
with the authorities, she adds that if her son does receive the apartment, he intends to
care for his 83-year-old grandmother. She closes with ‘you are the only person who
can help me. I appeal to your understanding, Madam, as a person, a mother, and a
woman."

In a follow-up letter in October 1989, Ms Tudorache thanked Elena Ceausescu for
her intervention, writing: ‘Even if we never receive this house (legal channels told me
“it’s not legal” - “you don’t have the right” - “you cannot”) the fact that you, Our Lady,
intervened and said “yes” ... and wanted well [for him], I thank you! From the depths of
my soul, I thank you! With all my tears that I have yet to cry out, I thank you!” From this
letter it can be gathered that local officials did not favourably resolve her case, and that
she hoped that through persistence, in this instance in the form of lavish gratitude, Elena
Ceausescu would intervene on her behalf and positively resolve her situation. It can be
safely assumed, then, that Ms Tudorache’s sentiments are more strategic than genuine.

Alongside ill health, one woman referenced her relationship to the Ceausescu
children in the hopes of securing approval for her housing request. A retired teacher,
Elena Munteanu, who taught both the Ceausescu sons, Valentin and Nicusor, and who,
at the time of writing, had sustained two liver operations and lived alone in Bucharest,
appealed to Elena Ceausescu in 1986 for permission to move to Constanta, near her
family. To arouse nostalgic sentiments within Elena, her letter is accompanied by a
newspaper clipping featuring a photo of Elena Ceaugescu’s youngest son, Nicusor, on
his first day of school in 1958.18
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Justice for all

Alongside housing, many individuals sought redress for a particular injustice. These
letters ranged from requesting a review of a Baccalaureate exam that had allegedly
been graded in error to demanding an autopsy of a loved one to identify the cause
of death. This latter request was made by Viorel, a 27-year-old carpenter from Salaj
County, whose wife died after giving birth in 1972."° Forced into early retirement due
to ill health and garnering a pension of a mere 497 lei (the equivalent of $15.84 at the
time) per month, he addressed Nicolae Ceausescu as a fellow parent, hoping to arouse
sympathy for his situation as a widower with three children and a debt of 15,000 lei that
he owed to the CEC (Casa de Economii si Consemnatiuni), the state bank.

In the letter, Viorel attributes his wife’s death to medical malfeasance, claiming that
her previous birth involved no complications. In particular, he emphasizes that her
death was not natural but, in his estimation, a crime, revenge for a previous run-in he
had with a doctor when his wife was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance during
perinatal haemorrhaging. At that time, Viorel had repeatedly beseeched the doctor,
who was chattering in the hall with some women, to attend to his ailing wife. Growing
annoyed, the doctor allegedly grabbed Viorel by his coat collar, to which Viorel, in turn,
responded by slapping the doctor. The event culminated with the militia (police) being
called in and Viorel’s forced escort out of the hospital. After giving birth to another
child at the same hospital the following year, Viorel's wife died, for which he blames
the aforementioned doctor. Requesting a full autopsy in the presence of a specialist
authorized by the Ministry of Health to ‘determine the cause of death, Viorel insists on
the need for punishment of the doctor if found guilty. In this case, the authorities were
swift in their follow-up: a letter sent to the Central Committee that June by Prosecutor
L. Tamas indicated that the wife’s death could have been prevented had she been given
the correct blood type during a blood transfusion. As a result of such negligence, the
doctors who oversaw the procedure, including the one singled out by Viorel, were
charged with the crime of wrongful death, punishable under Article 178 of the Penal
Code.® Given that the death occurred shortly after the introduction of pronatalist
policies (under Decree 770) and the concomitant glorification of mothers, and given
that Viorel’s wife had borne three children, an incident that may have previously been
excused as an accident was considered a form of medical malpractice and thus a felony.

Individuals also appealed to the Ceausescus for other legal interventions, including
paternity tests. Such was the case of a 30-year-old mother from Arges County who,
along with her infant son, was thrown out of her husband’s apartment shortly after
their wedding. Like other letter writers, the woman uses maternal discourse, addressing
Elena Ceausescu as ‘the mother of all [Romanians]’, as well as a mother with [her own]
children, for help, which the woman claimed should make her more receptive to her
own suffering as a mother.”’ The woman portrays herself as an unassuming country
girl wronged by a greedy city boy, noting that upon receiving 100,000 lei for their
wedding and buoyed on by his parents — who regarded her as a poor girl who wasn’t
good enough for their son - her husband initiated divorce proceedings and denied
paternity. Claiming that she was forcibly taken to a hospital where ‘experts’ determined
that her husband was not the father of the child, she rhetorically asks: ‘I wonder how
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they could prove this to be wrong since he was the only man who had ever touched me,
and he cheated on me after three months of living together, then decided to marry me’
Thus, she implies that the test results were falsified, ostensibly through the bribery of
medical staff by her husband so that he could be free of all legal responsibility for her
and their son. Emphasizing her desperate material situation and her son’s poor health
(he required blood and gamma globulin transfusions and two operations on his ears),
she appeals to Elena Ceausescu for another paternity test so that the child’s father can
be legally identified and she can be granted the support she desperately needs and
deserves. She closes by mentioning her own ill health as well as her concern about the
stigma her child will face as a result of being fatherless:

Comrade Elena Ceausescu, please keep in mind that my son is the only child in
Romania born of an official marriage whose father will not recognize him. He is a
child without a father in this world ... I cannot tolerate my child being a ‘bastard’
thrown in the middle of the street without any kind of support ... I am sick and
cannot do very much for him.

By addressing Elena Ceausescu, this woman most likely believed she had a better
chance of having her appeal taken seriously. Moreover, by referencing her husband’s
abandonment of her and their son and, indeed, his outright denial of paternity, she
placed her story within broader socialist discourses on the family, morality and the
healthy and harmonious development of the child.

Buffoonery, bribery and thievery

While most letter writers requested improved housing or the redress of a disservice or
injustice, some called out incompetent, corrupt or degenerate bosses and functionaries.
Historian Sheila Fitzpatrick refers to denunciation letters as ‘multi-purpose tools,
used variously to settle scores, express party loyalty or ideological fidelity, profit
from someone else’s misfortunes and flag illicit, dangerous or antisocial behaviour.
Accordingly, bringing the misdeeds of others to the attention of the authorities may
have been rooted in a genuine belief in socialist ethics (e.g. the sense that socialist
values had been compromised and that the targeted persons should be brought to
justice), or in a desire to settle scores, seek revenge, or curry favour with the authorities
and profit from another individual’s fall from grace. These denunciation letters were
written either by an individual or a group (e.g. the work collective), who sometimes
signed their names to the document and at other times remained anonymous. Despite
this, it should be noted that even anonymity did not always insulate individuals from
detection as the Seucritate was often able to discover the letter writer’s provenance.
An issue that frequently provoked people’s ire was corruption. Thus in 1989, an
anonymous resident of Botogani condemned the former mayor for ‘not doing anything
for the community’, using state funds to rebuild her apartment and amass a number
of cars, and for ‘selling refrigerators, freezers, televisions, coffee and other imported
goods on the black market’? Since, already by the mid-1980s, these goods had become

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 195 @ 23-06-2018 15:27:02



®

196 Perceptions of Society in Communist Europe

scarce commodities, the former mayor’s illicit procurement and sale of them, along
with her alleged “use” of local funds—a charge referenced later in the letter—was clearly
a source of frustration for this individual. In other letters to the authorities, ordinary
Romanians similarly expressed indignation about local elites and factory bosses
who not only personally enjoyed a range of consumer goods, but were able to profit
materially from their illicit sale.

The advancement of individuals lacking the requisite skills, experience or education
for their position also prompted letters of complaint. In March 1977, an anonymous
employee at Agerpres, Romanias national news agency, submitted a scathing critique
of party activist Avram, employed at the time in the Press and Radiotelevision Section
of the Central Committee. He writes:

In all his time working at Agerpres he has engaged only in buffoonery, being
known as the clown of this institute. He never once wrote anything on his own. He
lifted phrases from the Romanian press that he cited word for word, turning them
into minor pieces of news. The rest of the time he engaged in intrigue, gossiped
about everyone, and sent more anonymous letters to different Party comrades
from Agerpres than anyone else. He has never led a collective, he has never been
elected, not even for an office of the main organization ... and overnight he became
an activist of the Central Committee! ... How is it possible that the likes of such
an individual, whose life and comportment do not even remotely correspond to
the ethics and rigours of the Party, being [in fact] a negative example, made it this
far?»

The writer then goes on to mention that the man didn’t do a repartitie, and that it was
only ‘through flattery, servility and bribery on the part of his father that he managed
to convince leading comrades at Agerpres to hire him, inferring that his professional
trajectory was due to graft, not merit. Finally, the author claims that the man is an
insult to honest and accomplished journalists, denigrating, in front of his old drinking
buddies, ‘people who had advanced and were promoted through their hard work,
through their prestige, and forcing esteemed journalists to leave their jobs altogether.
The letter closes with: It is distressing to see how a person of such abject character can
be promoted. A person who has no moral, professional or political authority and who
for this reason cannot enjoy the esteem and respect of journalists’

The claims made in the letter were by no means alien to Romania at the time, as
personal relations and connections were often mobilized for securing work and being
promoted, especially in the case of PCR activists. Meanwhile, reference to socialist
morals, including the code of socialist ethics, could be used as a basis for demotions.*

Other individuals also wrote to the Ceausescus about corrupt, incompetent and
depraved functionaries and activists, similarly expressing amazement and shock that
‘such people were being promoted’ or being ‘admitted to a position of responsibility’>
A particularly powerful - and lengthy - denunciation was penned by Ms Negru, the
woman referenced at the beginning of this chapter. Her letter discusses the challenges
faced by her son, a lawyer, who, because of the heavy snowfall in winter 1984-1985, was
unable to travel to work. This, in turn, led to a suspension of legal cases and a reduction
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of his salary by 50 per cent, even though, as Ms Negru notes, ‘the pretty women lawyers,
simple-minded, with loose morals, did not face a similar reduction’*® After bribing an
official at the Ministry of Justice (an expected practice, she infers, by using the term
‘requisite bribe’), her son was forced to use the 2,800 lei — given to him by a client for the
stamp tax — to pay his bills, and, as a result, was sentenced to a year and a half in jail for
fraud and to another seven months for embezzlement. Finally released in July of 1986,
and, according to the amnesty law of June 1986, eligible for employment, ‘to this day’
— February 1988 — Ms Negru writes, her son ‘is still unable to find work’ She places the
blame for this not on Ceausescu — who she credits for the amnesty - but on the officials
at the Ministry of Justice, which she refers to as a ‘nest of abuse and inequity, marred
by corruption’ Such corruption included, according to her, debauchery of high-ranking
officials and exaction of money from lawyers to support such vices, as well as adulterous
behaviour between employees, one of whom, she emphasises, could not have ‘attracted
women by his looks since he weighs over 120 kg’; a man who is clearly ‘taken care of by
the Party and does not wait in line an entire week for a bag of chicken legs and heads’
(a reference to the typical meat selections acquired after waiting hours in a queue in the
1980s). All this occurs, she notes, ‘despite the recent enactment of a Central Committee
resolution which requires high-ranking officials to act reputably and ethically, both
in public and in private’ She then discusses the bribes that are taken in exchange for
admission to the Bucharest Bar, which, in one case, involved the exchange of a large
catfish and 20 litres of ‘excellent wine’ In the latter part of her letter she asks:

WHO, IN REALITY, IS THE PRESIDENT OF THE SOCIALIST REPUBLIC OF
ROMANIA? Comrade Nicolae Ceausescu or the three louses in the Ministry of
Justice? ... You, Comrade Nicolae Ceausescu, are the target of these virulent acts of
political sabotage, which are intended to libel you in the eyes of the people. These
same people rubbed their fat bellies, grinning when, in Craiova, graffiti appeared
on the walls that read: DEATH TO THE TYRANT! ... Finally, now, at the twelfth
hour, be aware of who holds your power: us, the hungry, the cold and the scared,
or that gang of career-driven, fat adventurers who blinded you with flattery ... and
used their demagogical speeches to sweet-talk you? ... Get rid of these adventurers
of low morals and think about these people who have nothing to eat, no jobs ...
If this was wartime and we were under enemy occupation and the people were
subject to the suffering I have told you about, the enemy country would be held
responsible for crimes against humanity, genocide. But you take no measures to
ensure that these serious injustices and abuses are dealt with. This is why you
must — because if it had not been for me and my husband who took the bullets for
you in ‘44 and ‘45, you would not be here today - resolve my son’ situation and
punish the guilty ones at the Ministry of Justice.

Accompanied by a newspaper photo of the Ceausescus at a banquet table and signed
‘yours faithfully (depending on your answer), Elena Negru;, the letter is simultaneously
a complaint, denunciation, request for assistance and a warning. It is also rather
prophetic given that Ceausescu was indeed tried for, and found guilty of, genocide
at his hasty trial in December 1989. More powerfully, by contrasting the privileged
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lifestyles of the nomenklatura with the desperate situation of ordinary Romanians,
the letter stands as a voice of courage in a time of fear and hopelessness. Amazingly,
Ms Negru’s scathing criticism of high-ranking communists did not result in serious
retribution, such as arrest, although she was questioned by the Securitate.

Rather than ‘read the graffiti on the wall' and reform the system, Ceausescu
responded to complaints of consumer shortage by blaming officials for not obeying
orders and rationing continued. Instead of feeding the people, he continued to feed
his cult of personality. Indeed, rather than any consumer, let alone political, relaxation
Ceausescu emphasized the dangers of reformist movements elsewhere in the bloc to
the integrity of socialism, condemning the liberalizations initiated by Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev, all the while praising Romanian workers for their high rates of
productivity.

Complaints of personal aggrandizement and illicit exchanges by state and local
officials, factory bosses and other ‘respected’ party members were common in
the letters surveyed. In his study of popular opinion in Fascist Italy, Paul Corner
interprets such letters as exaggerations, if not wholly suspect, rooted in jealousy and
revenge rather than justice and political integrity.”” However, given the frequency of
such letters in the folders I consulted, dismissing them simply as exaggerations or
vehicles for revenge might miss the mark. Instead, such letters should be considered
within the larger context of graft, material deprivation and injustice that existed in
Romania at the time. While letters of denunciation may have served the author’s
self-interest (job promotion, settling scores), they may also have served the collective
good (removal of a corrupt boss or local official; increased access to food and other
goods). Some were also clearly rooted in notions of fairness, socialist ideology and
ideas about proper socialist behaviour. Accordingly, by calling out graft, debauchery
and other unprincipled behaviour, individuals were attempting to hold officials
accountable to the communist code of ethics, to which all Romanians were expected
to adhere.”®

Give us our daily bread

With the onset of the 1980s and especially Ceausescu’s decision to pay off the foreign
debt in 1982 - at the expense of adequately provisioning the population - letters about
consumer shortages and rationing (including heat, water, electricity and gasoline)
became more common. Either as a protective measure or due to naiveté, many writers
don’t blame the Ceausescus outright for the situation, but instead cloak their critiques in
the Ceausescus’ lack of knowledge about the living conditions of ordinary Romanians.
Like Ms Negru, they emphasize that leading functionaries were concealing the truth
from - and even manipulating — the Ceausescus through flattery and praise, which
enabled them to stay in the Ceausescus’ good graces and maintain their privileged
position. Unlike Ms Negru’s letter, these letters are often written in a servile tone,
beginning with salutations such as: ‘Dearly beloved comrade, academician, doctor, and
engineer Elena Ceausescu. It is with profound respect and the full belief and hope that
you will favourably resolve my problems that I write to you’
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As paternalism was an important component of Nicolae Ceausescu’s cult of
personality, individuals appealed to him as ‘father’. Similarly, they appealed to Elena
as a ‘mother’ An anonymous letter written by a group of women in 1982 to Elena
Ceausescu about the ‘misfortune that had befallen’ them is illustrative.” Identifying
themselves as workers, mothers and homemakers, they outline their struggles in
securing food, beseeching Elena to reverse the measure requiring that enclosed
balconies be dismantled because it will exacerbate heating problems and cause canned
foods, which are typically stored on balconies, to freeze and become ruined. They
claim that while they are used to living on less food, their children are growing and
need more and thus they do not know what to do if their food is spoiled. Given the
amount of time women (as well as other family members) devoted to procuring food
in the form of going from shop to shop or queuing-up for hours, for these women the
prospect of food spoilage was nothing short of catastrophic.

For their misfortunes, the women blame not Elena Ceausescu, but the comrades
who do not know what it is like to live in an apartment block ‘because they probably
live in houses, in great comfort, they have real rooms. They do not know the
experience of waiting in endless lines for hours day to day and often not getting a
hold of anything), adding: ‘Madam, you are misinformed; you don’t know how hard
life is ... Madam, no longer believe the fake praises of those around you ... You are
considered a loving parent of children and the people are waiting for you to make
their lives easier so we can work with enthusiasm’ The women close by imploring
Elena: ‘“Take mercy on us and our children. With tears in our eyes, we beg you to end
this measure to dismantle the balconies, which is of no use and only arouses hatred
and despair and disapproval’

Other letter writers used less servile language, criticizing the gulf between socialist
rhetoric and everyday life. As the aforementioned Ms Negru stressed in another part
of her letter:

I would like to mention that my son and I eat one loaf of bread a day - yet this one
loaf a day seemingly is the cause for the remaining bread throughout the country
to be rationed like during the war, even though there has not been a harvest as
bountiful as last year’s. Well, if all these endless millions of tons of wheat were
harvested, where is the bread, in what African countries is it eaten since we are
allowed only 300 grams a day, and it is mainly chaff and dirt rather than flour?*

Ms Negru was not some lone voice in the wilderness, but represented the sentiments
of millions of Romanians who were desperate for basic foodstuffs, frustrated by
endless queues and cold apartments, resentful of elite privilege and weary of the empty
rhetoric celebrating the bounties of socialist harvest, all the while subsisting on stale
or ersatz bread and scrawny chickens and pork hooves.*! Their discontent with life and
the socialist system was evident in daily grumblings, cursings, jokes and eventually and
more explicitly in the mass protest that erupted in Bragov in 1987 and the Romanian
Revolution of December 1989.%” It was also evident in the thousands of letters written
by ordinary Romanians to Radio Free Europe during the final decade of communist
rule. As a group of women poignantly conveyed in 1984:

9781350051713_txt_rev.indd 199 @ 23-06-2018 15:27:02



®

200 Perceptions of Society in Communist Europe

Mrs Ceaugescu: Why don’t you want to understand that we have had enough of
so many lies and that we wake up at 3-4 in the morning to wait in line and after
that go to work, and when we leave work we try out another line, just to get a
little something ... to continuously not have hot water, to not have heating in our
apartments in winter, at work, to have electricity cut off in apartments, not to be
able to change our gas canister when it’s empty, to see only preserves and drinks in
the stores, to procure our rationed food - especially sugar - at outrageous prices,
to be required to work when ill - if we don’t have a fever above 40 [degrees Celsius]
— etc. etc. ... In order to personally convince us of the optimal conditions for “The
Protection of Mothers and Children” and how impressively the healthcare system
has grown across the country, you make a few ‘unannounced’ visits to hospitals,
creches. ... Unfortunately, you are not at all interested in what we Romanian
women endure and we ask you why. If you had been born in a palace, we would
understand. Have you actually forgotten where you came from and what you
fought for in your youth? If it’s true that you are the dearest mother, you should
understand Romanias children, not only your own ... we also believe that our
children have the right to a civilized life.”

Drawing on maternalist and nationalist discourse, these women underscored the
hypocrisy between official pronouncements about protecting mothers and children
and the everyday realities of food, heat and electricity shortages. They also point to the
gulf between the communist leadership and ordinary Romanians by referencing Elena
Ceaugescu’s early days as a socialist revolutionary, rhetorically asking how a woman
who had been born into modest means could have strayed so far from earlier ideals.
Finally, they address her as a mother, both to her own family and to all Romanian
children, inquiring why she has neglected her maternal responsibilities to protect and
care for her Romanian subjects.

As Ms Negru did, these women explicitly contrasted the lavish lifestyles of the
communist leadership with the penury of the masses. However, in comparison with
Negru’s letter, this one reached a wider audience, being broadcast on Radio Free
Europe, to which Romanians themselves tuned into at this time.** Yet, Ceausescu’s
megalomania, as well as his relentless determination to pay off the country’s $10 billion
debt, left him blind or indifferent to the daily struggles and frustrations of his people.
Indeed, Ceausescu had no intent of honouring the socialist social contract for even
after the letters flowed in, penury continued to characterize Romania throughout the
1980s.

Conclusion

Collectively, these letters speak to Romanians’ discontent about their living situation,
government policies and the communist leadership. They also testify to the privilege,
corruption and inequality that characterized the system. As in other countries,
including non-communist ones, such letters provided the state with insight into
popular opinion, ostensibly enabling them to identify problems before popular
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discontent erupted in a more public, mass fashion and alter policy accordingly. Yet, in
Romania these letters had little, if any, effect on policy. While a few of the letter writers
cited earlier, notably the bereaved husband seeking to discover the cause of his wife’s
death and the retired woman who requested to move closer to her daughter, received
favourable resolutions, those issues at the fore of most Romanians’ minds in the 1980s
- food, heat, electricity shortages — were of little concern to the state as no policy
change was implemented. Thus, desperate pleas to increase food rations fell on deaf
ears.” This suggests that the state viewed public correspondence primarily as a safety
valve and surveillance mechanism, which, from time to time, enabled it to identify
corrupt officials, note reports of bribery, theft and other illegalities, and investigate
further cases as they saw fit.

In this respect, Romania was not dissimilar from other repressive neighbours in
the bloc. For instance, the East German state received millions of letters of complaint
over the course of the 1980s, and while some were resolved favourably - in some
cases leading to minor policy change - in the end no effort was made to liberalize
policy.** Along with other neo-Stalinists, such as East Germany’s Erich Honecker and
Czechoslovakia’s Gustdav Husdk, Ceausescu was wholly allergic to systemic reform.
With a repressive police apparatus, the Securitate, that relied on the assistance of a
large portion of the population, active dissent could be quashed, while more passive
forms, such as those that appear in some of these letters, could be simply ignored or be
followed up by an interrogation or demotion.”

Yet if letters did not lead to substantial policy or systemic change, this begs the
question of why? Why did people continue to write letters, and what can these letters
tell us about everyday life and socialist citizenship under the Ceausescus? One answer
is desperation. Another reason is a belief in ‘rights’ and ‘justice’ - or the lack thereof. In
comparison to the ‘desperate letters, which were written in the vein of the supplicant
appealing to the benevolent mother or father, these letters are written in the form of
the socialist citizen who stated opinions, criticized policies, denounced people’s illicit
activities and suggested improvements to the system.* In addition, they often discard
with niceties and get straight to the point: “We are simple but honest people and we
cannot overlook the many abuses of those who claim to lead us*

Finally, we might conceptualize these letters as forms of everyday resistance, coping
mechanisms or ‘weapons of the weak’*® Letters could serve manifold purposes as is
clear in Elena Negru’s case. Or they could simply serve as a means of blowing off steam,
airing one’s frustration or taking a cheap shot at those in power. Such was the case of
a letter written to Elena Ceausescu in 1978 by an individual identified as Margareta
Oancea, part of which is quoted here:

Dear Comrade Elena Ceausescu ... You are an especially fortunate woman with
an exceptional destiny ... You are incredibly ugly and despite this so loved by
your husband. His example should be followed by the thousands of husbands that
neglect, cheat on, lie to, and mock their beautiful wives. If they were somehow
brought up, educated in this way, to be thoughtful men with generous souls,
unselfish and without pettiness, there wouldn’t be so many divorces, broken
families, psychiatric hospitals.*!
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The author then inquires why more ready-made foods are not available to Romanian
women - as they are to women in the West — and asks: ‘Why haven’t you done, and why
don’t you do, something to make yourself pretty? There are aesthetic operations. How
are you not embarrassed to present yourself with such an ugly face and so unkempt?’
Ms Oancea closes by criticizing Elena’s lack of sartorial sophistication, stressing that
she must wear a hat and gloves during her upcoming visit with Queen Elizabeth II, lest
she look like a ‘wild peasant. Powerless, in this case the author’s only weapon was to
insult Elena’s looks and style.

Although some of the letters I consulted were rooted in the belief that
shortcomings in state policy would be resolved and incidents of corruption would
be punished, many more were rooted in desperation, disgust and outrage over
injustices. Yet, while the letters did not have policy implications, they did provide
ordinary people with a medium for articulating their grievances and frustrations -
both towards the system itself and the people within it. As such, they offer important
insight into the everyday realities of ordinary Romanians - their needs, desires and
hopes, as well as their challenges and frustrations. They also offer insight into how
Romanians regarded and related to their government, revealing that rather than
being naive or passive dupes of the regime, they understood how power operated:
that the elections and unending reports of abundant harvests and overfilled plans
were simply part of a larger facade. Finally, many of the grievances conveyed in
these letters - continual food and heating shortages, widespread corruption and the
glaring gulf between socialist rhetoric and daily life - underscored the hypocrisy
and ideological bankruptcy of the system. The regime’s neglect of these issues,
combined with the repression of the Bragov revolt in November 1987 and later, and
more brutally, the peaceful protests in Timisoara in December 1989, ultimately led
to the Ceausescus’s demise. Perhaps had they paid a little more attention to these
letters (which would have required reading them) their ends might not have been
so violent.*
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Authenticating the Past: Archives, Secret
Police and Heroism in Contemporary Czech
Representations of Socialism

Veronika Pehe

The late 2000s in the Czech Republic saw a trend of increased interest in the archival
document as a means of historical authentication. This chapter examines two parallel
developments of this preoccupation on the discursive level and analyses their occasional
intersections: in public debate and in cultural representations. With the establishment
of the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes (Ustav pro studium totalitnich
rezim@; USTR) in 2007, an institution dedicated to examining the archives of the
Security Services during the Nazi occupation and the period of Communist Party
rule,' the topic of the archive reanimated public debate. As was the case in the 1990s,
when various memory activists took it upon themselves to publically disclose names of
alleged former secret police collaborators, thus tarnishing the reputation of a number of
people,? information emerging from the institute sparked discussions on the supposed
collaboration of several prominent public figures with the communist secret services.
At the same time, popular representations of the past adopted the archive as a theme and
motif. As I show in this chapter, the presumed credibility of archival documents allowed
cultural producers to introduce moral categories in fictional narratives. The figure of the
compiler of the archival document - the secret police officer — became the ultimate villain.
Focusing on examples from literary and film production, my contention is that this trend of
‘authenticating the past’ arose in a definite context: it bolstered a politicized memory of the
socialist period at a time when the latter seemed to be increasingly receding into the past.
This trend was mirrored by a heightened preoccupation on the part of distinct state and
NGO actors with manufacturing a national memory of anti-communist heroic resistance.

Institutional interventions
The opening of USTR in 2007, after heated discussions in Parliament’® and

accompanying controversies in the public sphere, has been the most visible marker in
a changing memory landscape in the Czech Republic. Throughout the 1990s and the
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early 2000s, the Czech memory of socialism had been marked by, on the one hand,
an anti-communist consensus in the public sphere, instrumentalized by political
actors as a means of legitimization, and, on the other hand, by a preponderance of
comedies in literature and film. The latter were characterized by small, private stories
of everyday life, in which protagonists performed futile gestures of fleeting resistance
with little resonance.* While the cultural producers producing these representations
ranked among a cultural elite, their more lenient and conciliatory assessment of the
past regime resonated with audiences and contrasted with the condemnation of the
past by the political elite.

But in the mid-2000s, representational and institutional culture began to evince
a new ‘search for heroes. This trend consisted in promoting ‘positive models’ who
lived in a repressive regime, whether they engaged in active resistance or adopted a
strong moral standpoint. The activities of the institute constituted a turning point in
state efforts to gather, preserve and guard the memory of oppression under the Nazi
occupation and communist rule in the Czech Republic.®> Although the law which
brought the institute into being did not employ the term ‘national memory’ [narodni
pamét], with its investment in the study of anti-authoritarian resistance, the state was
clearly involved in manufacturing a patriotic and democratic national memory and
identity and equating the Nazi and communist regimes as ‘totalitarian, a view that has
been challenged by a number of historians.”

The problems surrounding USTR’s opening were manifold. Hundreds of press
articles have been published every year on the subject of the institute. Criticism
focused, among others, on the following issues: the capability of a state-controlled
institution to carry out independent scientific research; the question of whether or not
the previous regime was totalitarian being already answered in the institute’s name and
thus a presupposition rather than result of its research; doubts about whether some
of the institute’s aims, such as academic research and the promotion of a particular
historical memory and national identity, are not at odds with one another.®

The extent and vigorousness of the debate demonstrates that efforts to reach an
official memory politics did not meet with unanimous approval in the public sphere.
Michal Uhl, as of 2013 a member of USTR’ board - a body appointed by the upper
chamber of the Czech Parliament and thus consistently under criticism for being
susceptible to political pressures — summarized this effectively in an interview: “The
value consensus about the criminal nature of the previous regime has disintegrated.
If it still existed, Czech society would not be debating USTR?® This chapter will not
analyse the whole range of positions and opinions surrounding the institute’s birth, nor
describe the increasing public contestation of the national memory USTR attempted
to project. Instead, it focuses on debates surrounding the Security Services Archives
(Archiv bezpe¢nostnich slozek or ABS, an independent institution, whose collections
USTR is dedicated to studying) and the manufacturing of a heroic memory. Such a
topic is relevant because these two issues were simultaneously picked up by literature
and film.

Critics cited the misappropriation of the archive at the hands of scholars with a
politically preordained agenda as the chief problem faced by the institute.”® The
archival document thus emerged as a tool of both legitimating claims about the past
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and casting doubt on past events. The latter is the case particularly as the reliability
of secret police materials is subjected to resolving, among others, the following
methodological issues: false information provided by informants; the artificial
‘recruitment’ of collaborators (who were later surprised, if not astonished, to find
their names on secret collaborators’ lists) in order to meet quotas; the manipulation of
information by secret police officers to fulfil ideological requirements; the shredding
of files after 1989, leading to incomplete information; and last but not least, the lack
of contextual information on the circumstances in which an informer had either
willingly or unwillingly collaborated.

Although the preamble to the Act that brought the institute into being paraphrased
George Santayana, ‘Those who do not know their past are doomed to repeat it}!! the
political skirmishes surrounding USTR would rather suggest that those who control
the past also control the present. Apart from high personnel turnover in its early
years, USTR had to deal with accusations of sensationalism and critique regarding
several high-profile affairs, the most prominent being the accusation that novelist
Milan Kundera had denounced a Western agent to the security services.'> Another
criticized, and later contested, ‘finding’ of the institute included information about
plans to assassinate President Klement Gottwald. These were supposed to have been
hatched by the Masin brothers, members of an anti-communist resistance group and
sons of the prominent anti-Nazi underground resistance fighter Josef Masin, who
was executed in 1942.7 Allegations of such plans were immediately denied by one of
the brothers, Ctirad Masin, in an interview he gave to the daily Mladd Fronta Dnes.'*
Another surprising piece of information emerging from USTR was that Joska Skalnik,
an artist imprisoned for anti-regime activities in the 1980s and one of Vaclav Havel’s
close collaborators during the time of his election and first months as Czechoslovak
president, had in fact reported information to the secret police. Criticism of this
incident focused mainly on the fact that USTR had published this claim without asking
Skalnik for comment."

Turning victimhood into resistance: A political project

But the state was not the only actor purporting to be a caretaker of memory.
The ‘fortification’ of the memory of resistance was promoted through several
interconnected institutions and organizations that came together in a complex web
of state-sanctioned and grass-roots culture of memorialization, which aimed to
introduce notions of heroism into public discourse. The organization Post Bellum
was founded in 2001 at the outset of this development. It records oral histories with
war veterans, as well as victims of injustice during the socialist period, and those who
actively opposed the previous regime. Launched at the initiative of a few journalists
who intended to document the fates of war veterans after the Second World War
(hence the Latin name Post Bellum — Post-War),' it has since grown into a large NGO
with a number of significant media and institutional partners which have promoted its
projects (including USTR). Since 2006, journalists from Post Bellum have been airing
the regular program Pribéhy dvacdtého stoleti (Stories of the Twentieth Century) on
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Czech public radio. The organization’s other main project is the building of an online
oral history archive called Pamét ndroda (Memory of the Nation), but their activities
have also included organizing exhibitions on Vaclav Havel, the meetings of Czech and
Polish dissidents and the assassination of Reinhardt Heydrich, to name just a few.”
Further projects include a graphic novel,”® educational workshops for schools,” a
phone app called ‘Places of the Memory of the Nation’ - an interactive guide to places
connected to twentieth-century history and, since 2010, the awarding of the Memory
of the Nation Prize.?* Post Bellum can be seen to actively promote a heroic discourse,
which they believe is missing in the Czech public sphere - their very first oral history
project was called Hlasy hrdinii (Voices of Heroes), before being renamed Memory of
the Nation.”

This memorialization of heroes was granted an official seal of approval in 2011,
when the centre-right dominated Parliament with Petr Necas as premier passed the
Act on Third Resistance.” The Act defines an anti-communist resistance fighter as
anyone who carried out armed struggle against the communist regime, as well as
anyone who contributed to destabilizing or overthrowing this regime through written
and editorial work, including by working from abroad. It also grants the right to a
financial reward and pension benefits.”® The law thus updates and gives practical
impact to an earlier resolution of 1993, which stated that opposition to the communist
regime was ‘legitimate, just, morally justified, and ... worthy of respect** The 2011
Act clearly prescribes a vision of heroism and represents a shift in emphasis from the
previous accent on victimhood, promoted by organizations such as the Confederation
of Political Prisoners (Konfederace politickych véznt; KPV), a successor organization
of the short-lived club K231 of 1968, which gathered together those imprisoned for
political reasons during the first years of Communist Party rule. Since 1990, the
KPV has been fighting for the recognition, judicial rehabilitation and monetary
compensation of those abused by communist authorities.”

Yet the Act on Third Resistance revealed that there was no public consensus on
the existence or legitimacy of armed resistance against the communist regime, let
alone on whether it should be officially commended. The most divisive case is that
of the resistance group of the Masin brothers, who, in their subversive activities and
eventual armed flight from the country in 1953, killed several people, including
police officers and, even more controversially, at least one civilian.”® Reactions in
the press, opinion polls and television debates have shown that this case has highly
polarized the public; it remains unclear whether the Masins’ actions should be lauded
or condemned.”

When the Masin brothers’ close collaborator Milan Paumer died in 2010, journalist
Zbynék Petracek wrote that in recent years the ‘relationship towards ambiguous heroes’
has ‘certainly’ begun to ‘evolve’?® Indeed, as he reminded his readers, former premier
Mirek Topoldnek had declared the Masin brothers ‘heroes” in 2007 and granted them
special recognition in the form of a ‘Prime Minister’s Plaque’ in 2008, while the defence
minister honoured the Masins’ sister in 2009. During Paumer’s funeral, the cabinet
stopped its session and Premier Necas stated: ‘We have the right to fight enslavement
with all necessary means’? Paumer’s death in fact accelerated the efforts to codify the
Third Resistance in law, which resulted in the 2011 Act.
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From the second half of the 2000s, the coming together of several state and
non-governmental institutions to generate a national memory has represented an
increasing effort to hold onto a narrative that was falling apart. The anti-communist
consensus that had played such a role in public discourse in the immediate aftermath
of the 1989 revolution was increasingly challenged, as demonstrated not only by the
wave of criticism surrounding USTR and the Third Resistance Act but also through
the emergence of new press platforms outside of the traditional right-wing dailies
and weeklies. With the rise of the internet, blogging platforms attached to the online
news sites of the major dailies have given voice to opinions spread across the political
spectrum. Since 2005, new left-wing print and online platforms® have contributed to
diversifying the political range of the Czech media and have voiced stark criticism of
the dominant anti-communist discourse. These developments suggest that a wholesale
condemnation of the socialist past has become less automatic.

The lack of consensus around USTR and the Third Resistance issue points to a
discursive shift in the Czech public sphere: anti-communism is no longer as convenient
a tool with which to demonstrate allegiance to the new elite as it was in the 1990s. The
condemnation of the past serves to stifle critique of the present. Increasing disagreement
with this preordained narrative also shows that positions on the socialist past in the
Czech public sphere have become more pluralized. In a climate of rising contestation,
official memory politics is used ever more strongly as a legitimating mechanism for
the path that Czech society took after 1989. The evolution of the discursive level in
reaction to several interventions into the memory landscape has been the topic of
public debate; what has been less discussed is how the cultural memory of socialism
has been simultaneously restructured by changes in representational strategies.

The archival turn

The archival document, rather than personal memory, has become the privileged
medium to provide access to the past. It is now both a feature of institutional discourse
and a representational strategy. Alongside the evolution of public discourse on the
socialist past, representational culture saw a shift away from comedy and towards drama
as the genre of choice. Narratives that portrayed the previous regime with humour as
coming-of-age tales had gained cult status in the 1990s, among them Michal Viewegh’s
1992 novel about late socialism Bdjecnd léta pod psa (Bliss Was It in Bohemia),* whose
jocular tone was welcomed by critics,* or director Jan Hrebejk’s 1999 hit film comedy
Pelisky (Cosy Dens), which was seen in cinemas by over 10 per cent of the population.®

The shift from comedy to drama was not abrupt, nor can it be interpreted
as a direct reaction to the developments in the public sphere. Rather, both
representations of the past and public debates began to explore new topics in
relation to socialism in the second half of the 2000s in ways that ran parallel to
one another, and at times intersected explicitly. The new turn was not absolute;
in this section, I do not review all the representations of socialism that arose in
this period, which played out in a variety of genres and broached a number of
thematic concerns, but rather I attempt to outline one specific, distinctive trend of
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dramatic, even tragic narratives among these representations. The preoccupations
of this representational trend gathered around core themes that echoed the debates
around USTR and Third Resistance.

First, historical documents gained a new importance in narratives about socialism
in this period. In parallel to discussions of the appropriateness of the State Security
(StB) archives as a means of shedding light on historical events, the ‘archive’ emerged
as a motif and metaphor in fictional accounts. Arguably, this move signals an increased
sense of distance from the past - it is only through letters and files rather than their
own memories that audiences can now, with the increasing time-gap since the demise
of the previous regime, access the past. The shift of the late 2000s suggests that memory
is less reliable; where the former comic narratives were able to recount personal tales
without additional means of authentication, the new turn requires historical validation
of this new vision of the past.

Second, the new archive-inspired representations evinced a new ‘search for
heroes’ and grand narratives. Stories about the socialist past no longer found their
locus in the everyday occurrences that structured comedic representations. Instead,
alongside the Act on Third Resistance, which attempted to stamp an official label of
heroism on those who had previously been largely seen as victims, representations
increasingly turned to large-scale historical events, traumatic episodes and heroic
actions which overcame the small-scale resistance of the everyday. Not all the
works discussed later in the chapter feature all of these elements; the thematic
and generic repertoire of this literary and cinematic production is quite varied.
However, they are all characterized by what I term here a ‘dramatic turn’ away from
comedy.

The new ‘new novel’

In the second half of the 2000s, literary efforts at depicting the socialist period often
operated in a genre that could be described as ‘intimate tragedy’ - they focused on
the private and on the family, but these spheres were encroached upon by traumatic
historical events. The corpus of texts — largely novels and novellas — that are set in or
otherwise deal with the socialist period has grown quite large. I will not map here
all literary works that touch upon this theme, but will discuss several texts that were
published at approximately the same time as the new trend in memorialization took off
and gained institutional validation. The award of a range of literary prizes* serves as
an indication of the topics the cultural elite was interested in promoting. An indication
that said elite is small but influential is given by the accumulation of acclaimed titles
concerning the state socialist past published by the Brno-based publishing house
Host (Guest), which has a strong record of bringing out young contemporary Czech
authors. What unites this body of literature is the archival document as a key means of
accessing, while also often obscuring, the past. The newly found concern of this literary
production thus resonated with the ways in which information emerging from USTR’s
archives revealed, but at the same time further tangled, the histories surrounding
individuals such as the Masin brothers or Milan Kundera.
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An early example is Jifi HajiceKs 2005 novel Selsky baroko (Rustic Baroque),”
which inaugurated this ‘archival trend’ in depicting the socialist past. In this text, set
in the present, archivist and genealogist Pavel Stranansky returns to the traumatic
history of the 1950s and the forced collectivization of Czechoslovak agriculture. He
is commissioned to find a denunciation letter written by one-time village beauty
Rozilie Zandlova, which had been used as a pretext by local authorities to create a
case against several successful farmers. Thanks to this ploy, the latter were labelled
‘kulaks’ and forced to leave their village. Selsky baroko is a novel of the unspoken -
Hajicek resorts to a framing narrative in which we follow the silent and meditative
Stranansky as he uncovers snippets of the past to form a jigsaw puzzle that can never
be fully reconstructed. The text builds a contrast between Stranansky’s trustworthy
laptop, which holds his own archive of collected data, and faulty human memory;,
which cannot or does not want to remember how events really unfolded. In the end,
the opening up of the past does not lead to greater understanding or redemption; the
letter that Stranansky searches for is used to discredit a political opponent by a local
politician. The only use of the past is a political instrumentalization in the present.

As is the case in Selsky baroko, contemporary or archival documents emerge in
Tomd$ Zmeskal's Milostny dopis klinovym pismem (A Love Letter in Cuneiform),*
Jan Balaban’s Zeptej se tdty (Ask Dad)¥ and Katefina Tukovds Zitkovské bohyné (The
Goddesses of Zitkova).” These textual traces of the past disrupt or change the lives of
the characters in the present. In these novels, the past is no longer an object of amusing
memories of childhood or adolescence, the former structuring mechanism of comic
portrayals. The subject position of the protagonists and reader is that of an adult, and
moreover an adult who is willing to reflect critically upon the past. While in comedic
representations a child’s perspective allowed authors to adopt a deliberately naive
view of political events and focus instead on private joys and ‘small’ histories, here the
mature perspective is prepared to face trauma. Even Véra Noskovd’s Bereme, co je (We
Take What Comes),*” though a straightforward memoir that eschews a double time
frame of past and present, recounts its heroine’s childhood years from a perspective
that ascribes the child an adult distance and political awareness: ‘Now I'm ten, I know
many things about life and falsehood}* states the main protagonist, Pavla. She can
decode the political situation from the outset, and already in the opening of the novel
passes judgement on her grandfather, who is ‘a so-called honest communist or rather
communist-idiot’*!

Almost all of these works implicitly or explicitly value the present perspective from
which they are written as superior to the past that they deal with: in Zitkovské bohyné,
ethnographer Dora is grateful that she no longer has to accommodate her work to the
empty political demands and meaningless materialist phrases that the pre-1989 period
asked for; in Jifi Haji¢ek’s Rybi krev (Fish Blood),* the characters place high hopes in the
new democratic political representation in order to address environmental concerns in
their region. Yet the judgement passed on the socialist period is not unequivocal. The
motivations of characters are complex, and clear heroes or role models appear only
seldom. For instance, Josef, the hero of Zmeskal’s Milostny dopis klinovym pismem,
does not fit into any of the established vocabularies that circulated in contemporary
public debates; he is a former political prisoner, but unwilling to think of himself as a
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victim or hero: ‘He, a victim? That didn’t go well with him or his profession. He always
thought of himself as someone who had had something resembling an accident, an
unpleasant political accident, which had had permanent consequences, but it never
occurred to him that he was a victim** However, it is ever clearer who the villains are.
Both Milostny dopis klinovym pismem and Zitkovské bohyné demonize the figure of the
StB officer, a trope that also appears frequently in film production. Officials in power
are thus clearly condemned, but positive examples are harder to come by. The period is
depicted as producing some form of character flaw in most protagonists.

The new ‘new wave’

The turn away from comedy is even more apparent in cinema. In particular, I am
here concerned with the films Pouta (Walking Too Fast, dir. Radim Spacek, 2009),*
Kawasakiho riize (Kawasaki’s Rose, dir. Jan Hrebejk, 2009),* Ve stinu (In the Shadow,
dir. David Ondricek, 2012),* the HBO mini-series Hofici ket (Burning Bush, dir.
Agnieszka Holland, 2013)* and Fair Play (dir. Andrea Sedlackovd, 2014).** A number of
strategies contribute to this demarcation: the different generic repertoires they invoke
(drama, thriller, neo-noir, courtroom drama), their evocation of fear as a dominant
mood, but also their desire to depict Czechoslovak history as grand narrative with a
large social trajectory, expressed through the protagonists’ efforts to undermine and
stand up against the communist regime.

The complex epistemology of the notion of hero as it has been mediated by the
archival document is taken up explicitly in Kawasakiho riiZe. In the manner of several
literary examples, events from the socialist past are framed by a present-day narrative.
The film echoes the themes central to the debates around USTR and Third Resistance:
the psychiatrist and former dissident Pavel Josek is meant to receive a ‘Memory of
the Nation Prize’ in an oddly prescient move on the part of the film-makers (as the
organization Post Bellum only began to award eponymous prizes a year after the film’s
release, in 2010). The central plot revolves around the appearance of an StB file which
documents that prior to his dissident activities, Josek had informed on his future wife’s
boyfriend in order to rid himself of his rival. The archival document thus emerges, as
in Zitkovské bohyné, as an intrusion of the past.

The main topic of the film clearly resonated with contemporary ‘agent scandals’;
revelations about Milan Kundera and Joska Skalnik’s possible involvement with
the secret police had circulated in the press only weeks before the film’s premiere
and became part of the journalistic discourse around the picture.* Indeed, as Sune
Bechmann Pedersen has observed, the film-makers consciously drew inspiration from
the Kundera affair for their story. For instance, the real-life Western agent Kundera
allegedly denounced ended up emigrating to Gothenburg in Sweden after 1968. So too
the man whom Josek informs on in Kawasakiho riiZze was forced to emigrate by the
secret police and starts a new life in Gothenburg.*

Kawasakiho riize directly thematizes and explores memory. The film does not
contain any flashbacks; the past emerges only as documents or in the spoken word.
The main protagonist is a psychiatrist specializing in human memory; thus, the films
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exploration of the ways in which the past affects present lives is tackled explicitly. Who
can be considered a hero and what counts as failure is problematized; the identity of
the villain, on the other hand, remains clear - as was the case in some of the literary
productions discussed earlier. The StB officer who stepped into the lives of the young
Josek and his rival, forcing the latter to emigrate, is portrayed as a demonic, sadistic
man who maintains a cool, professional detachment from his past activities. The final
scene depicts him, his loving family and his friends celebrating his birthday; this is a
way for film director Hiebejk to comment on the lack of public condemnation and
ostracization of those who used their status and power to inflict repression on others.
The character embodies the evolution of the secret policeman figure in Czech
cinema. Jaroslav Pinkas, a historian at USTR, sees this as part of a discursive shift
whereby protagonists are repositioned as social actors who participate in shaping their
own fate.” This comes in opposition to the largely passive characters of comedies, whose
individual agency was limited to a few, fleeting private gestures. In Jan Svérak’s Oscar-
winning 1996 film Kolja (Kolya),” the StB officers who interrogate the protagonist,
Louka, are mostly pathetic and at times comic characters whom Louka more or less
outwits; while the ‘good cop’ doesn't get Louka’s jokes, the ‘bad cop’ turns out to be
clumsy rather than threatening when he gets his hand stuck to a roll of sellotape. In the
films of the dramatic wave such as Pouta, Kawasakiho riize, Ve stinu, Hofici ket and Fair
Play, the figures of StB officers are far from the incompetent characters in Kolja; rather,
like Pouta’s anti-hero Antonin Rusndk, they are cruel and despicable, even sadistic.

Authenticating the villain: The archival document in fiction

In the original comedies, the ‘regime’ was often ‘someone else, an absent Other hovering
in the background. The rulers were quite often ridiculed, while ‘evil’ remained vague and
depersonalized. The new dramatic wave shifted the figure of the enemy from an abstract
regime to individual actors who implement the rulers’ domination. Evil is now concretely
embodied in specific characters. By employing the archival document as a means of
historical authentication, these narratives have switched to playing out their conflicts in
strongly moral terms, where perpetrators and victims are clearly identified. And yet, not
even written documents necessarily provide moral clarity about the past. Kawasakiho
riiZe uses the archival document as a mechanism to simultaneously give past events a seal
of approval and question their veracity, in a similar way to the public debates which cited
the Security Services Archive as a tool of both shedding light on the past and misusing
it. Is Josek ultimately a villain or someone who deserves our sympathy for displaying
weakness? Kawasakiho riize does not guide the viewer towards an unequivocal answer.
Similarly, scandals such as the one surrounding Milan Kundera show how difficult it is
to establish any kind of definite narrative about the past based on archival documents;
indeed, the question of Kundera’s alleged collaboration was never satisfactorily resolved.
The nature of the archive is such that despite the assurances of memory activists, it often
just adds more troubling layers to an already-complex construction.

Kawasakiho riize thus shows that while a moral fuzziness surrounds the question
of collaboration with the secret police, those formerly in the services of this body are,
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in retrospect, presented as the real culprits. In comedies, the question of collaboration
was dismissed as an understandable, if hardly commendable, human failure. As
previously mentioned, Michal Viewegh's Bdjecnd léta pod psa had set a new comic
standard when the main protagonist’s father developed an exaggerated paranoia of the
secret police after attending an interrogation; here, on the contrary, all humour is gone.
Some mitigating circumstances can be applied to the distinction between the portrayal
of regular police (SNB) and secret police (StB). While SNB officers can sometimes be
upright characters fighting for justice in a corrupt system, such as Captain Hakl in Ve
stinu or Major Jire$ in Hofici ker (both played by popular actor Ivan Trojan, typecast as
a positive hero), the StB officer lacks any redeeming features.

Literary works can use reprints of archival documents — whether real or fictional.
Reproductions of the fictional StB file of the aunt of the main heroine in Zitkovské
bohyné allow the reader to follow how the communist authorities built a case against the
aunt’s practice as a healer, which they construe as ‘anti-state activities. These excerpts,
complete with graphic layout resembling actual typewritten documents, are interspersed
throughout the text. Similarly, films have resorted to inserting archival footage into their
narratives and thus generate authenticity through colour schemes resembling those
employed by film-makers during the time represented. For instance, Agnieszka Holland’s
mini-series Hofici ke, which recounts the aftermath of Jan Palach’s self-immolation in
January 1969 in protest of the Warsaw Pact invasion, occasionally inserts black-and-
white footage into the narrative (otherwise shot in colour). Indeed, the use of archival
footage as a historical anchor was already present in the serial production Vyprdvéj (Tell
Me a Story, Czech Television, 2009-2013).>* Recounting the story of an ‘ordinary family’
from the 1960s to the present, the series framed each episode in several minutes of
clips from the archives of Czechoslovak Television, most often reminding viewers of
period products or popular culture; at the end of the first round of archival footage, the
scene would fade from black and white into full colour, signalling the beginning of the
fictional narrative. Within the genre of a retro soap opera, these archival documents
served as a contrast with the stylized portrayal of the past, while the project of Horici ket
is to match its visuals as closely as possible with period footage. But the visual identity of
the mini-series does not make it inherently more authentic than Vyprdvéj; as Christoph
Classen argues, “Authenticity” has to be historicized and contextualized. It goes without
saying that the quality of things that people take to be true - the presentation techniques
and iconography a display has to use to be accepted as a “true” representation of reality
— changes over the course of time> In the case of Hofici kef, its basis in true historical
events and real personages is the most obvious authenticating mechanism:* also, it
chimed in with the changing discursive context, which saw a greater interest in grand
narratives, heroism and trauma, as opposed to making light of the past.

Epistemology of the hero category
As I have suggested, the use of archival materials in fictional narratives led to an

increased concern with moral categories. If villains are to be found in the secret
police, dramatic narratives have tended to pitch them against heroes that are more
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sharply defined. While the more intimate settings of literary production had somewhat
problematized the notion of hero, large-scale films searched for positive heroes to drive
their narratives. Ve stinu, Hotici ket and Fair Play, all consciously present heroic role
models: director David Ondricek described detective Hakl in Ve stinu as a ‘[morally]
clean hero; and it is in this key component that Ve stinu departs from its noir models
with their flawed and outcast protagonists.® For Czech cinema, this was an untypical
move. Clear-cut heroes are hard to come by within the Czech cultural tradition. When
it comes to heroism, scholars often cite Jaroslav HaSek’s canonical First World War
novel about the good soldier Svejk, a tale of a would-be simpleton who always manages
to trick his superiors, as a significant cultural model and expression of a decidedly
unheroic Czech national tradition.”

Part of the discourse around Ve stinu and Hotici ket consisted of a comparison of
Czech and Polish traditions of heroism. Polish director Agnieszka Holland, who had
herself been a witness to the events portrayed in Hofici ket as a student at Prague’s Film
Academy, called Jan Palach ‘a rather Polish hero:*® she corroborated this idea with
the cultural stereotype that the Czechs have a much more tortured and self-conscious
relationship to their heroes than the Poles, who celebrate theirs wholeheartedly.”
Ondricek, the director of Ve stinu, agreed with this distinction, suggesting that ‘in
Poland, the Masin brothers would have been declared national heroes long ago, while
we are still musing about the opportuneness of assassinating Heydrich’* Clearly, these
film-makers aimed to introduce a corrective to what they perceived as an insufficiently
heroic narrative in Czech culture.

Apart from celebrating Palach’s heroic act, Hofici ker also tells the story of a
morally upright heroine, lawyer Dagmar Buresova, who defends Palach’s family in a
defamation case. This is the point where these narratives resonate best with the new
discourse on resistance and heroism in the public sphere: the new heroes qualify as
anti-communist resistance fighters in their own right and are not afraid to state this
explicitly. In Fair Play, the athlete Anna refuses to take part in the Olympic Games
despite having qualified, because she ‘simply will not represent this system,* as she tells
her trainer and a high-up party official in a scene shot in dramatic close-up.

While the heroism in comedies was petty and destined to fail, the heroism of
the dramatic mode is meant to be genuine; yet here, too, its results are not taken for
granted. In Ve stinu, this message is made particularly clear when detective Hakl
attempts to reassure his small son about an ‘invincible monster’ he is fighting: ‘If
we fight with it often enough, it will get tired and weak. And perhaps then someone
will beat it someday’®* The vision of heroism these films promote is founded on the
notion of sacrifice: both Buresova in Hofici ke and Hakl in Ve stinu engage in fights
which they reckon will fail; in Fair Play, Annas mother prefers to be sentenced for
copying illegal printed material rather than to become an StB informer, thus cutting
short her daughter’s career as a professional athlete. In this way, the image of the
hero resonates with what scholars working on Czech national identity have identified
as a cult of victimhood in the Czech historical imaginary.®® As journalist Zbynék
Petracek points out, the heroes of anti-communist resistance are figures like army
general Heliodor Pika or social democratic politician Milada Hordkova, that is,
people who were unjustly persecuted and executed in show trials (in 1949 and 1950,
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respectively), rather than those who actively fought back, like the much-disputed
Masin brothers.®* The Third Resistance narrative, Petracek further suggests, turns
both groups into heroes by co-opting the victims of the communist regime into the
category of resistance fighters. But despite institutional attempts to promote an image
of active or even armed resistance, this effort remains fraught and is still awaiting its
cinematic depiction.

Conclusion: Memory shifts

With the increasing challenge to the dominant post-1989 anti-communist narrative
and the growing plurality of opinions in the public sphere, state actors and cultural
elites have felt an evermore pressing urge to introduce strong models about the past.
Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the anti-communist consensus within Czech
public discourse did not require the manufacturing of big heroes or culprits. But this
consensus increasingly came under attack through a diversification of the media,
especially with the advent of online journalism. New critical voices have sought to
problematize the blanket rejection of the socialist past and its interpretation as
‘totalitarian, within both the media and the historical profession.

A similar trend can be observed in popular culture. Alongside a preoccupation
with the archival document, which has occasionally helped to problematize categories
of heroism and collaboration, particularly in literature, large-scale film production
has also embarked on an expanded ‘search for heroes’ in narratives about socialism.
While public discourse tended to revolve around sensationalist ‘agent scandals;, the StB
officer has emerged as the real culprit in cinematic representations, be it in Kawasakiho
rize, Milostny dopis klinovym pismem or Pouta. These new narratives have sketched a
polarized, moral map of socialism, in which evil StB officers are pitched against heroes
who are not afraid to confront state power upfront, be it with courageous lawyer
Dagmar Buresova in Horici kef, the ‘good cop’ Hakl in Ve stinu or the athlete Anna in
Fair Play.

The official efforts to promote an active memory of resistance and the narratives
featuring characters that embodied evil both used ethical categories to construct
exemplary tales. They aimed to project a democratic national identity for a people who
know who its heroes are and can pinpoint perpetrators. This intensified preoccupation
with heroes, villains and morality from the mid-2000s onwards can thus be interpreted
as an ever-increasing effort at manufacturing not only a national but also a nationalist
historical memory. The latter has since been gaining increasing prominence in Czech
public discourse. Indeed, the Czech Republic, too, has been swept up in wider European
and North American developments. Since about 2015, in response to a number of
political crises, the political mainstream has increasingly shifted towards populism,
conservatism and nationalism. While these changes may have appeared swift, they did
not occur out of the blue and need to be understood in historical context; this chapter
has been a contribution to the exploration of their longer genesis in the field of culture
and memory politics.
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Notes

1 The terminology used to refer to the pre-1989 regime in this chapter distinguishes
between the ideological project of the Czechoslovak Communist Party (communism,
communist regime and Communist Party rule) and its practical, day-to-day
implementation (state socialism).

2 For an overview of various ‘collaboration scandals, see Muriel Blaive, ‘Zpfistupnéni
archivii komunistické tajné police: piipad Ceské republiky — od Zdeny Salivarové k
Milanu Kunderovi, Souvislosti: ‘Kauza Kundera’ rok poté 20, no. 4 (2009): 158-173.

3 The final debate on the Institute lasted five hours. See CTK, ‘Ustav pameéti naroda
bude zkoumat i protektorat’ [Institute of the Memory of the Nation will also
study the Protectorate], Tyden.cz, 16 March 2007, http://www.tyden.cz/rubriky/
domaci/ustav-pameti-naroda-bude-zkoumat-i-protektorat_6023.html (accessed 12
December 2016).

4 For more on what I term ‘petty heroism’ in representations of socialism, see Veronika
Pehe, ‘Drobné hrdinstvi: vzdor jakozto pfedmét nostalgie v dile Petra Sabacha a
Michala Viewegha, Ceskd literatura 63, no. 3 (2015): 419-434.

5  Until then, the Security Services archives fell under the remit of the Office for the
Documentation and Investigation of the Crimes of Communism (Utad dokumentace
a vySetfovani zlo¢intt komunismu; UDV), a department of the police. USTR’s
competencies are however much wider, aimed not only at investigation, but also
towards research, education and commemoration.

6  For an analysis of the issues at stake in the legal framework under which USTR was
set up, see Tomas Sniegon, Tmplementing Post-Communist National Memory in
the Czech Republic and Slovakia, in European Cultural Memory Post-89, eds. Conny
Mithander, John Sundholm, and Adrian Velicu (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013), 97-124.

7 'The historiographical framework of totalitarianism, which interprets the communist
regime through a binary of oppression and resistance, has increasingly fewer
adherents among academic historians also in the Czech context, not only through
the increased study of leisure, popular culture and everyday life under socialism,
but also on the level of social history. Perhaps the most significant work to emerge
from Czech academia posing a theoretical challenge to the ‘totalitarian paradigm’ is
Michal Pullmann’s Konec experiementu: piestavba a pdd komunismu v Ceskoslovensku
(Prague: Scriptorum, 2011).

8  For a summary of the arguments against the institute’s early incarnation from the
perspective of historians, see Michal Kopecek and Matéj Spurny, ‘Déjiny a pamét
komunismu v Cesku’ [History and memory of communism in Czech Republic],
Lidové noviny, 9 January 2010, 24; see also Martin Hekrdla, ‘USTR v dobé tistrk®’
[USTR in a time of machinations], Tyden, 2 April 2013, 61; Michal Kopeéek, ‘USTR
lépe a védecky. Ale jak?’ [A better and more scholarly USTR. But how?], Lidové
noviny, 8 April 2013, 13.

9  Marek Svehla, ‘Ke slovu musi pfijit levicovi historici’ [Left-wing historians must be
heard], Respekt 24, no. 16 (2013): 38-43.

10  See, for example, Vit Smetana, ‘Vznikne orwellovsky tstav?’ [Will there be an
Orwellian institute?], Prdvo, 20 March 2007, 6; Kopecek and Spurny, ‘Déjiny a pamét
komunismu v Cesku), 24; Lukas Jelinek, ‘Ustav totality si libuje v pritm{’ [Totalitarian
institute relishes semi-darkness], Prdvo, 27 October 2011, 6.
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11 Act 181/2007 Coll. The full text is available on USTR’s website: https://www.ustrcr.
cz/o0-nas/zakon-c-181-2007-sb/. Santayana’s original aphorism is slightly different
to the version in Act 181: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to
repeat it George Santayana, The Life of Reason: Reason in Common Sense (New York:
Scribner’s, 1905), 284.

12 Adam Hradilek, ‘Udéni Milana Kundery’ [Milan Kundera’s denunciation], Respekt
19, no. 42 (2008): 38-45. Available in English at https://www.respekt.cz/respekt-in-
english/milan-kundera-s-denunciation (accessed 27 October 2017). For in-depth
analysis of the ‘Kundera Affair’ see the special issue of Souvislosti: ‘Kauza Kundera’
rok poté 20, no. 4 (2009): 140-180.

13 See ‘Bratti Masinové pry chtéli zabit i Klementa Gottwalda’ [The Masin brothers
allegedly wanted to also kill Klement Gottwald], Novinky.cz, 4 April 2008, https://
www.novinky.cz/domaci/136857-bratri-masinove-pry-chteli-zabit-i-klementa-
gottwalda.html (accessed 10 September 2017).

14 Ludék Navara, ‘Atentdt na Gottwalda? Pouhé uvahy, ik Masin?’ [A plan to
assassinate Gottwald? Mere contemplation], iDnes.cz, 5 April 2008, http://
zpravy.idnes.cz/atentat-na-gottwalda-pouhe-uvahy-rika-masin-feq-/domaci.
aspx?c=A080405_114528_domaci_jan (accessed 10 September 2017).

15  Patrik Eichler, ‘Dialog o Ustavu?’ [Dialogue about the Institute?], Literdrni noviny, 3
November 2008, 3; drv, ‘Hlasy za odvolani Z4a&ka sili. P¥idal se i Havel’ [More voices
call for Z4¢ek's removal. Havel has joined them], Lidové noviny, 20 November 2009,
1.

16 Jiti Kubik, ‘Muz, ktery zalozil banku vzpominek’ [The man who founded a database
of memories - interview with Mikula$ Kroupa], Mladd fronta Dnes, 16 November
2013, 13.

17 An overview of past exhibitions organized by Post Bellum can be found at https://
www.postbellum.cz/co-delame/vystavy/ (accessed 30 August 2017).

18 Jana Fantova and Jan Paloucek, ed., Jesté jsme ve vilce: Pfibéhy dvacdtého stoleti
(Prague: Argo; Post Bellum; USTR: 2011).

19 For an overview of workshops organized by Post Bellum, see https://www.
postbellum.cz/co-delame/workshopy/ (accessed 30 August 2017).

20 For an overview of the organization’s activities, see http://www.postbellum.cz/
(accessed 30 August 2017).

21 Milo$ Kozumplik, ‘Mikulas Kroupa: Hrdinové nejsou, Instinkt 7, no. 45 (2008):
68-69.

22 Act262/2011 Coll. https://www.vlada.cz/cz/ppov/eticka-komise-cr/dokumenty/
zakon-c-262-2011-sb-98376/ (accessed 30 August 2017).

23 Ludék Navara and Jan Gazdik, ‘Byli jste hrdinové. Prvni odbojéfi to uslysi uz (az)
dnes’ [You were heroes. The first resistance fighters will hear it already (only) today],
Mladd fronta Dnes, 10 April 2012, 4.

24  Available on the website of the Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament of the Czech
Republic: http://www.psp.cz/sqw/sbirka.sqw?cz=198&r=1993 (accessed 12 December
2016).

25 For more on the activities of the KPV and their claims to a memory of victimhood,
see Chapter 6 of Frangoise Mayer, Les Tchéques et leur communisme (Paris: EHESS,
2003), 167-194.

26 For an overview of the Masin case and accompanying debates, see Josef Svéda,
Masinovsky mytus: ideologie v Ceské literature a kulture (Pfibram: Pistorius &
Olsanska, 2012).
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27 A 2011 poll conducted for Czech Television showed that only 15 per cent of
respondents considered the Masin brothers’ actions ‘heroic, 27 per cent perceived
them as ‘unjustifiable criminal acts, while 41 per cent were undecided. Statistics cited
in Svéda, Masinovsky mytus, 224. See also, Nada Adamickova and Marie Konigova,
“Treti odboj: Masinové rozdélili snémovnu’ [Third resistance: the Masin brothers
have divided the parliament], Prdvo, 11 June 2011, 4.

28 Zbynék Petracek, ‘Kdo oceni Paumera?” [Who will award Paumer?], Lidové noviny,
27 July 2010, 10.

29 Ludék Navara, ‘Pohfeb Paumera méni pohled na odboj’ [Paumer’s funeral changes
view of resistence], Mladd fronta Dnes, 5 August 2010, 1.

30 These include the initially weekly and later biweekly critical magazine A2, and later
its online daily platform A2larm, as well as the mid-2000s incarnation of Literdrni
noviny (Literary News) before some of its editorial staff went on to found the online
daily Denik Referendum (Referendum Daily) in 2009.

31 Wherever possible, official translations of film and novel titles are used. Where no
English version exists, translations are my own.

32 See, for example, Pavel Janacek, ‘Groteska o velké lasce’ [A grotesque about great
love], Nové knihy, 25 November 1992, 1; Jiti Tyl, ‘Autorsky subjekt jako osvoboditel
(sebe sama)’, Inicidly 4, no. 36 (1993): 25-26.

33 For box office statistics, see http://lumiere.obs.coe.int/web/film_info/?id=13559
(accessed 30 August 2017). Taking into account the film’s wide availability on DVD
and frequent repeats on television, its penetration is exceptional in the Czech
context.

34 Among these prose works are Jiti Hajicek, Selsky baroko (Brno: Host, 2005, Magnesia
Litera prize 2006); Véra Noskova, Bereme, co je (Prague: Abonent ND, 2005,
nominated for Magnesia Litera prize); Véra Noskova, Obsazeno (Prague: MozART,
2007, nominated for Josef Skvoreck)'l prize); Petra Soukupovd, K mofi (Brno: Host,
2007; Jifi Orten prize 2008); Tomas Zmeskal, Milostny dopis klinovym pismem
(Prague: Torst, 2008; Josef Skvorecky prize 2009); Jan Balaban, Zeptej se tdty (Brno:
Host, 2010; Magnesia Litera prize 2010); Katetina Tuckova, Zitkovské bohyné (Brno:
Host, 2012; Josef Skvoreck)'r prize 2012), Jif{ Hdjicek, Rybi krev (Brno: Host, 2012;
Magnesia Litera prize 2013).

35 Hajicek, Selsky baroko.

36 Zmeskal, Milostny dopis klinovym pismem.

37 Balaban, Zeptej se tdty.

38  Tuckovd, Zitkovské bohyné.

39 Noskova, Bereme, co je.

40 ‘Ted je mi deset, o zivoté a falsi leccos vim’ Noskova, Bereme, co je, 60.

41 ‘... takzvany poctivy komunista neboli komunista blbec’ Ibid., 10.

42 Hajicek, Rybi krev.

43 ‘On, obét? To neslo dohromady ani s nim, ani s jeho profesi. Vzdy o sobé smyslel
jako o ¢lovéku, ktery mél takika nehodu, nepfijemnou politickou nehodu, po které
byly trvalé nasledky, ale Ze by byl obét, to ho nikdy nenapadlo’ Zmeskal, Milostny
dopis, 173.

44 Pouta (Walking Too Fast), [Film]. Dir. Radim Spacek, Czech Republic: Bionaut, 2009.

45 Kawasakiho riZe (Kawasaki’s Rose), [Film]. Dir. Jan Hrebejk, Czech Republic: In
Film Praha, 2009.

46 Ve stinu (In the Shadow), [Film]. Dir. David Ond¥i¢ek, Czech Republic, Slovakia,
Poland, Israel: Lucky Man Films, 2012.
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47  Hofici ket (Burning Bush), [Film]. Dir. Agnieszka Holland, Czech Republic: HBO
Europe, 2013.

48  Fair Play, [Film]. Dir. Andrea Sedla¢kovd, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Germany: Czech
Television, 2014.

49 Vojtéch Rynda, ‘Lidé se “Skraloupem” s tim museji ven’ [People with a ‘blot’ on their
reputation must come out], Lidové noviny, 30 December 2009, 7.

50 Sune Bechmann Pedersen, Reel Socialism: Making Sense of History in Czech and
German Cinema Since 1989 (Lund: Lund University/Media-Tryck, 2015), 245.

51 Jaroslav Pinkas, ‘Nendpadny ptivab normalizace - jeji socidlni realita optikou tehdejsi
a dnes$ni filmové kamery, in Film a déjiny 4: Normalizace, ed. Petr Kopal (Prague:
Casablanca and USTR, 2014), 479.

52 Kolja (Kolya), [Film]. Dir. Jan Svérak, Czech Republic, UK, France: Biograf Jan
Svérak, 1996.

53 Vyprdvéj (Tell Me a Story), [TV programme]. Czech Republic: Czech Television/
Dramedy Productions, 2009-2013.

54  Christoph Classen, ‘Balanced Truth: Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List among
History, Memory, and Popular Culture, trans. Kirsten Wéchter, History and Theory
48, no. 2 (2009): 77-102 (88).

55 Kamil Cinatl, Nase ceské minulosti, aneb, jak vzpomindme (Prague: Nakladatelstvi
Lidové noviny, 2014), 138.

56 Mirka Spacilova, Lampa, klobouk, dlouhy plast. Vitejte v temném svété Ve stinu’
[Lamp, hat, long overcoat. Welcome to the dark world of Ve stinu - interview with
David Ondri¢ek], Mladd fronta Dnes, 13 September 2012, 2.

57  See, for instance, Ladislav Holy, The Little Czech and the Great Czech Nation: National
Identity and the Post-Communist Transformation of Society (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 72-73; Radko Pytlik, Jaroslav Hasek a Dobry vojdk Svejk
(Praha: Panorama, 1983).

58 Mirka Spacilova, ‘Nemusi jit o Zivot. Hrdina nelZe, nekrade a chodi k volbam’ [It
doesn’t have to be a matter of life and death. A hero does not lie or steal and votes in
elections], Mladd fronta Dnes, 25 January 2013, 53.

59 Ibid.

60 Spacilova, ‘Lampa, klobouk, dlouhy plast, 2.

61 T4 prosté tenhle systém reprezentovat nebudu;, Fair Play, 2014.

62 ‘Kdyz se s ni ¢asto budeme prat, tak se unavi a zeslabne. A tfeba ji nékdo jednou
porazi’ Ve stinu, 2012.

63 Robert Pynsent, Questions of Identity: Czech and Slovak Ideas of Nationality and
Personality (Budapest: Central European University Press, 1994), in particular
190-21; Holy, The Little Czech and the Great Czech Nation, 72-73.

64 Zbynék Petracek, ‘Od obéti k odboji’ [From victims to resistance], Lidové noviny, 12
August 2013, 8.
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