«pA CRIMINAL COMEDY BUT OF
A REVIVALIST SPIRIT”

The Beginning and the End of the Prague Spring

A day after St. Nicolas Day, when the streets were overrun by men posing as
St. Nick in bishops® hats, accompanied by red-horned devils, the Ideological
Commission met in Prague. It was December 7, 1964, and the commission, ap-
pointed by the Communist Party’s Central Committee, was charged with keep-
ing the lid shut on Pandora’s box of postwar revelations about Stalinism.

As in the rest of the Eastern Bloc, Nikita Khrushchev’s disclosures about Sta-
li’s crimes had forced the Czechoslovak government to open up its prison doors
and send home those political prisoners now known to have been falsely accused.
But that had been in 1956. For a decade afterward, the Czechoslovak Communist
Party had managed, rather effectively, to stave off the larger consequences of the
de-Stalinization that swept through the region. While Stalinism’s victims were
being routinely rehabilitated elsewhere, their innocence declared retroactively,
Prague remained mute. The Czechoslovak Communist Party rebuffed any at-
tempts at public remembrance and especially the calls for accountability and
reform that inevitably accompanied them. At this time the only confessions of
guilt, let alone remorse, that the party was willing to make were made securely
behind closed doors.

The 1952 Slansky trial stood at the epicenter of the party’s postwar fabrica-
tions. It had been one of the most defining show trials of the Stalinist era, replete
with memorized scripts co-written by Soviet advisers flown in especially for that
purpose and a live radio broadcast of defendants’ confessions and judges’ pro-
nouncements. Fourteen Communist Party leaders and bureaucrats were charged
with treason; eleven of them were executed and three imprisoned for life. Of the
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fourteen accused, eleven were Jewish. Such a statistic suggested that attitudes
ripe under Nazi occupation had had currency in communist postwar Czechoslo-
vakia as well, much in the same way that Stalinism and post-Stalinism continued
to intertwine. There were no clear demarcation lines yet regardless of who might
wish to draw them.
Heda Margolius Kovély, wife of one of those executed in the trials, was among

the few “civilians” privy to these initial, closed-door confessions by the Com-
munist Party. In February 1963, the party issued a document that “only care-
fully selected Party officials were permitted to see” but that Kovily had heard
“almost...verbatim by the following day” In it, the party finally “conceded that
all the people who had been convicted at the trials were innocent, that their
confessions had been extorted by illegal means, and that during the interroga-
tions a range of brutal and inhuman procedures had been used.”! For Kovily, a
concentration camp survivor, as her husband had been as well, this was all too
familiar. Two months later, she was summoned before the Central Committee,
where this same document was read out loud to her. She asked whether it would
now be made public, to which the party apparatchiks replied, “Out of the ques-

tion! The Party has decided to handle the whole affair internally. Nothing will

be made public”> When asked to return with a list of losses that had resulted

from the arrest and execution of her husband so that she and her son might

be compensated (although on terms favorable to the State Treasury), she drew

up a list that included not property but life: “Loss of Father. Loss of Husband.
Loss of Honor. Loss of Health....Loss of Faith in the Party and in Justice.”® In
June of 1963, the party permitted a small notice to be published in the country’s
newspapers. It announced that the men executed in the Slénsky trial had been
rehabilitated. Any more than that still remained off-limits.4

A Young Lady for His Excellency, Comrades!

It was against this backdrop that the Central Committee’s Ideological Com-
mission now met. One of the items on the agenda for this December meeting
seemed to be of a more frivolous nature: a theater play written by a popular
television writer, Jaroslav Dietl. Titled A Young Lady for His Excellency, Comrades!
A Criminal Comedy but of a Revivalist Spirit, it was a light-hearted romp about
a financially strapped spa town. After some brief discussion, the commission
members unanimously agreed that the play was not to be performed “under any
circumstances” because of its “erroneous political orientation” That it had an
“erroneous political orientation” was clear to all of them.
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ency;
Writer Jaroslav Dietl at his desk, 10 December 1982 (Czechoslovak Press Ag

i s

photographed by Karel Vicek)

To those uninitiated in the subtle balanc‘ing act betweei corllsen;lui;gh :ohcije
Stalinization and fending off potential antiparty revolt, dt e Ee::er o
seemed innocuous, belonging merely to the genr‘e of absur ;}slt‘f[ ien < fd ptr
the time. At first glance, it is a play about an acting troupteh aa, B
decides to put on some light entertainment because—asl etill : ga B —
sells and everyone is fed up with serious tho'ughts. The p Vz:[};l actors Inprovee
is set in a fictional spa town that, like them, 1s' l-)ankrupt.h fn * 12, e
to spruce up its facades fail, the local autho.rltles agree't 'at o yive fhey must
inj ital into the town. They will do this by negotiating a .m'u fionill !
e cap“l try’s industry” with His Excellency, who, it is unpl%ed., rules
e ezll':}rlycirl:b Ztate What follows next is a farce that clearly m1m1c§ the
over a w ab state. he |
grow'ing Corlrllmun’lsatufrri:ji 111111 ':}Ill: se;:lt);)ivgn is introduced through an official press
I_fhs Exzefjrn \ifyhsich the young communist press officer is 'msfructed to foélovx_r
or er:lncrocedure and answer the reporters’ questions by reading u'nrelate red
zl:;rr:;es I;rom a piece of paper. He successfull?r does so. But sui}; :y;)elrcna:lr)lr ;:atieat
ublic relations begin to run aground as His Excellency ma e
. h beyond the parameters of these well-rehearsed gestures an ountere-
Ztsfc::es. Fi};st His Excellency requests “a young lady.” Flabbergasted, the
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officials weigh their pressing need for foreign currency against their allegiance
to official policy stating that the sexual exploitation of women has long been
abolished. They eventually agree that while prostitution has died out “as a state-
registered business,” the young press officer should go ahead and comply with
His Excellency’s wishes. He is sent off to the “club de luxe” with instructions to
find “a young lady” and the advice that he must practice what he was taught at
the party university: he must “generate policy” as he goes along.

At the club, the press officer is immediately ensnared in a lively discussion
about the current economic situation with the husband (also pimp) of a local
prostitute. Then, left briefly alone with the wife (also prostitute), he is given an
earful of her own financially related marital problems. Her husband, she tells
the press officer, wants to expand internationally with the business, “He keeps
insisting that we must tear ourselves away from these small Czech standards,
and that we must finally show the rest of the world that even we can accomplish
something,” she explains. The press officer—responding, according to Dietl’s
stage notes, as if he were an employee of the Foreign Ministry—sides with her
husband: “T understand where your husband is coming from. We can exist only
if we develop in pace with the rest of the world and each one of us has a direct
responsibility to know how our field is developing elsewhere—and that counts
for you [and your profession] as much as it does for me” Later he adds, “We have
alot to learn from capitalism on that front”

The price is set and she is hired as “the young lady” for the visiting Excellency.

Since her business is officially illegal, to receive her “honorarium” she is regis-
tered as the new director of the Press Office. But it turns out that “with a mil-
lionaire’s typical perversity;” His Excellency in fact had wanted a young woman
merely to accompany him to official gatherings. The hired prostitute must now
be taught certain social skills or, at the very least (as the town authorities agree),
“etiquette, modern dance, basic eéconomy, a concise history of the spa people’s
liberation movement, and songs and tales from the lives of the spa people.” But
with no time even for these basics, she is instructed on how to fend off all po-
tential criticisms. If, for example, she is asked about the bad condition of the
roads, her teachers prompt her to “explain how many kilometers of asphalt road
there were before the war—the First World War, that is—and immediately it will
become clear just how much we have advanced.” When all else fails, she is told,
always state the following: “Anyhow, it’s you people who Iynch blacks?”

Yet it turns out that His Excellency is interested in a different woman
altogether—the chief director of the spa town. She and her colleagues object
(presumably to being prostituted by and for the town), but the young press of-
ficer insists that this is too important an opportunity for international trade to
pass up. She objects further, this time on ideological grounds: “But we’re on the
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bank of the river from them, no?” The press officer replies that' the whole
- 'an hing to see what they will do and that it is really a question of how
A ﬂlllf to step into the water and get wet. Unable to decide for them-
il aie ‘}Z'ch bgank of the river” they stand, she orders a call to be put t.hrough
561:‘,:}51: ?a;ivtall” “because only the capital can decide if we can finally go into the
to

water without getting wet.

Reading between the Lines

As one might guess, Jaroslav Dietl’s banned play read like a thinly (and f?il;n tilse
ical Commission not so thinly) disguised allegory of con'femporary s
IdeOloglcs alin had died; in 1956, Khrushchev had declared Stalin a persama non
E 19531& t 1ILic:h the I;Iungarians had waged an unsuccessful but embittered
sl ; er' V\17'1d in 1962, the Stalin statue that had towered over Prague was dy-
revo%m:ion’ zti of sight T,hese events, like the message of the play, would. be ’fhe
R Ol{che 19?8 I;rague Spring, which, as the Czech-born Oxford hls:.ton;-m
lzai-ulg t;eman wrote on his first trip back after World War II, ?vas quite (91162
fe'rer;t from the “passionate, emotionlalll” 19561;—1ungart1§r11) er‘e‘:r(l)(l)lrl:z?;ir"fi};ieluec_
democracy movement in Czechoslovakia would prove e ket ther
tual exercise. Even under extreme pressure the Czechs and the oﬁated i
emotions in the background as much as they could.,They negto.nl ri,diculed.
ridiculed”® A Young Lady for His Excellency, Comrc.ldes. most ce(:ir ai Ea eded:
Thus Dietl’s play was representative of the times. Ir}dee 5 pfer é rp;vwalist”
even ahead of its time because, as its subtitle declared, it was of a e
rather than a revolutionary spirit. But it would have tflken 11;‘r%e 1m:ﬂr:anings e
Ideological Commission little time to unravel the play ds tr)nu tlfr:dicated -
sharp jabs. That prostitution—like so much else—ha been i
on paper but continued in practice not only was .true ut also rep
widzs;)read hypocrisy typical of pos}t:/var comxr(liu.mstth Zu::.rl;l;lg 613?;;1; ;)lfl ;:;
husband-pimp are characteristic of those uttere. in e s
manageré trapped within the confines of short-sighted po 1Ziecser_spoken L cen
trally planned economy. The responses of the younlg Prtes; oi R,
parlance of the Foreign Ministry—echo the (.:omp alnfs e Ii made By proges
sive party apparatchiks who soon would drive the 1:e o}im e s
The desire to compete on a world stage was a.de51re F:ar : u gil the 1960
within both literary and economic circles. Th'e w1f'e—.p‘rost1tujteil is tljltl;i e mos
imperative of diplomatic skills: to fend off Vah'd criticisms w1t1 Z' y e
i omplished under communism (the most u icrous :
:(C)}rlrlli)\:rze?lfz iffmbei of paved roads present in the 1960s with the number in
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the closing years of the Habsburg Empire in the very early 1900s). Sharp remind-
ers of American imperialism and racism are then rolled out as a last resort.

But perhaps what most threatened the members of the Ideological Commis-
sion about Dietl’s play (and ironically,
later accused of encouraging the Prague
ending. The head director of the spa to
and her cohorts officially stand: do the

it was this same commission that was
Spring instead of restraining it) was its
wn is unsure by now on which bank she

y not represent the bank of the river that
is directly across from that of His Excellency? No one is sure any longer. More-

over, do they stick in a toe, a whole foot, or do they plunge headfirst into the
river that flows between these two banks (that is, between socialism and capital-
ism)? Indeed, by 1968, four years after Jaroslav Dietl’s play was presented to the
Ideological Commission for review, the Prague Spring reform movement would
become centered on this very question: few people wished to swim directly across
the river to the other bank, and most intellectuals certainly preferred to stand
in the river that flowed somewhere between communism and capitalism. But to
do so would prove to be too unstable a balancing act.

Writers as Resisters

As the play also suggests, 1968 found its beginnings in theater. Intimate theater
venues, most famously Prague’s Theater on the Balustrades, served up J. Topol’s
play The End of the Carnival, which traced the absurdity of local officials imple-
menting collectivization in one small and angry village; Vaclav Havel’s The Gar-
den Party, which parodied central planning and the planners; and Milan Uhde’s
King Vidvra, a transparent portrayal of the current partyleader, Antonin Novotny,
and his uncanny resemblance to an ass. New or else revampe
(Literdrni noviny, Mlada fronta, Host do domu, Plamen,
did continuous battle with their assigned censors,
edge work and quietly but steadily loosen the ce
testing of boundaries opened the door to the publication of two novels in 1966
that resonated with the reading public because of both content and style: Milan
Kundera’s The Joke and Ludvik Vaculik’s The Ax. Both books described how their
narrators, thinly disguised versions of the authors themselves, came to terms with
their postwar support for communism and their later disillusionment with it.
Clearly, the growth of this word industry went hand in hand with revela-
tions and disclosures, a casting off of the past that moved from the personal to

the public as the 1960s advanced. For the novelist Milan Kundera,
author of odes to Stalin,

d literary journals
and Kultiirny Zivor) also
managing to publish cutting-
nsors’ noose. This continuous

the previous
to admit (albeit in fictionalized form) to his political na-
iveté in those early postwar years was much more than mere titillation, It spoke
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o issues of culpability, deceit, idealism, delusion, and the trans.pos1—

E PTCSSIf’g Ny lues onto a postwar world, which had served to norma.hze an
P Wartlm(l3 V? u; sical and moral violence—of which the Sldnsky t.l‘lal was
| Il)e YThis literary output spoke to what the Communist Party
- e?clla'mpto" say out loud. Among the reform-minded, language slowly
- no: Y;tevz}cr;;lsed of official-speak making way for word; ;hatb coEl‘dn:zeta}:Z
- i done, language was used to delve back 1
meaning again. Once this was
.. C"mmuILISt pi:;sons that the 1967 Writers' Congress was poised for a

- f‘or tbetst\ireen the increasing number of disillusioned party—a’fﬁhated
Conﬁontatloi se the aforementioned Milan Kundera and Ludvik‘ Vacuhk—'and
- 2;1 votny’s literary apparatchiks charged with forcing the writers
- 'Sec'retary 'tors at the congress, held in June of that year, took turns at the po-
i ‘t/:]rltee the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, of which they t%lemselves
diumtfelzrrrlh?:ects or at least valued assistants. Forty-year-old Vaculik, author
were

f ty y i Sed
. The Ax I'CﬂeCted on the almOSt twen ears Of communism that had pas
(o) 2

i February 1948 Communist Party takeover of Czechoslovak‘ia: an event
E the' o0 ma other young Czech intellectuals, had embraced 1n.the a.fter—
e Sognadrga ointment of Western Europe’s Munich Pact with Hitler,
B o I teion II)ll;fsical and moral, that had accompanied World War IT and
gdlt-?;ljzzzta Nov;ptwenty years later, in what would become thz sgleeih uilr?;

L eginni ment, Vaculik criticized the “r

Si'gnalid t}zie'begl'ctgl?fa‘co fc:)};irfrf;)i?v:f?l::ethey c)ontinued to maintain, the end
e 5 1251; the me;ns because the end point offered little to cheer about.
}Iilad' ns(;ZtJeljfglaet “in twenty years not one social question [lidskd ot;iil;a]l }flas 11(::[

oo ’s pri ...to more subtle needs.... ear

SOI-:;(Z;—dfirc(l) Ixizleprei(s): 1oer? g:ifzdn:cej;e; Itfeel that our republic has lo;jc 1;151 go;)lj
s i i both geographically a
name.”’ For the Czechs especially, who saw their plac‘e gt

ically as very much in the center of Europe, thls’was a ser.l —

synll;b (i)sllciml})’ortan:yto recognize, howeve.r, that Vacuhl.< an:ict(l)lrsl ili::/vve;::rzt‘

affiliated colleagues who took to tl;; po;ilugrrgllzt t:}el,fw \::;tilsmmuiist wrere not
i to socialism. The stru . .

:relgl:iifu:steﬁjrd-liners for control of th.e country’s 1deoflog1cag if;‘;:r;:\;a)s:
not about wading to the other bank of the. ].‘I.VCI' (.to bor;lowﬂrorzd o

it was about the nature of the river, of socialism itself, that ovlveader erween

They were all firmly within the socialist camp. ‘But t}.lce1 pal;tzrv e ,e Anonin

Novotny, either did not understand that the. writers c.h r110t et o

munism or felt that any discussion of any kind was simp ly ohoW e

he turned his back on the Writers’ Congress, made a pub.lct: ; o Bt

instead the graduation festivities of the Prague Communis .
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shortly before leaving for the Soviet Union for his h

oliday, set about putting two
writers on trial.®

Student Protest

The intellectuals’ defiance at the Writers’ Congress in 1967 had been preceded in

part by that of the students, which was particularly on show during the so-called

majdles, an annual springtime bacchanalian homage to the nineteenth-century
romantic Czech poet Karel Hynek Micha. This Customary celebration of spring
and love had been banned following the 1956 majéles procession that wound
through the streets of Prague with “a group of gagged and blindfolded marchers
representing the editors of the youth daily [newspaper] Miads fronta.” ™ It re-
turned in full force, however, in 1965 with the election of the American Beat poet
Allen Ginsberg as king of the majéles.!! In 1966, the majiles took a more politi-

cal turn when “students, apprentices, clerks, workers, most of them between 17

and 23 years old,” marched through town calling out slogans such as “We want

freedom, we want democracy” and “A good communist is a dead communist 2
Again, Novotny responded by putting twelve of the youths involved on trial: all
were found guilty.

The push and pull between Novotny’s nonreformist government and the in-
tellectuals and students, who were increasingly finding both a desire and away to
critique the past and the present, was backlit by changes in the very atmosphere
of daily Czech life. The American journalist Tad Szulc described the cultural vibe
of 1960s Czechoslovakia as synonymous with “jazz and the big-beat sound,” and
with “blue jeans and beards,” “as if in retaliation against years of Stalinist mo-
notony and boredom.” Indeed, much of youth behavior during the 1960s was
more about style than politics as young people began for the first time to carve
out their own identities as generationally separate from those of their parents. In
this, they were most certainly on the same wavelength as their Western counter-

parts. Paul Berman notes, too, that while differences abounded in 1968, “in quite
a few places there was, as everyone recognized at the time, a common theme, It
was the split between the young and the old.”!4 The May celebrations and ral-
lies, the jeans, and the beards were not, at least initially, a political thesis as much
as the expression of a basic discontent to which the members of this genera-
tion, the first to have grown up under communism, believed they had a unique
right. As one Czech nineteen-year-old explained to the journalist Alan Levy:
“The Stalinists of the 1950’s, they wrote off our parents, but they counted on us,
They shouldn’t have. P've lived all my life under one system, so I have every right
to criticize it.”!* These sentiments were confirmed through the new scholarly
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behind this new push for change and reform—the intellectuals,

the students, and
the intelligentsia,

to whom the Prague Spring ultimately belonged. Czechoslova-
kia was a workers’ state, which meant that the party encouraged an ambiguous
stance toward white-collar pursuits. It was one of the complaints made in 1968
by Czechoslovakia’s students that since “studying” was viewed as nonlabor, uni-
versity students were expected to compensate for this with “heightened [official]

political activity and, once they’d finished studying,

with as low a salary as pos-
sibl

e.”® The working class was the beneficiary of what the party had had to offer,

and it continued to stand firmly at the center of the country’s postwar political
identity. In contrast, the Prague Spring was almost entirely reliant on the am-
biguous terrain of words and ideas, the favorite tools of those held suspect by the
state, even if they were aligned with the party and its institutions.

In the autumn of 1967, a few months after the Writers’ Congress, everyday
student life was transformed into a key political event that began the avalanche
toward the Prague Spring. On the night of October 31, the lights went out at the
Strahov dormitories located just behind the Prague Castle next to the Strahov
Monastery. The dormitory had been experiencing electrical outages for some
time, an inconvenience that usually caused students to curse the inadequate elec-
trical output, float burning slips of paper from their windows, and then congre-
gate in small groups in the courtyard, from where they moved on to Prague’s

pubs and nightclubs. But on this night the students

gathered in the courtyard
shouting,

“Let’s all go out!” According to one of the students there, they all began
to march toward the castle and then further down the steep Ne
leading to Little Quarter Square, chanting, “We want light!”
surrounded by police cars,

rudovd Street
They were quickly
and when they turned to climb back toward the castle,
the police drove their vehicles up and down the street, squeezing the students
back onto the narrow sidewalks, The pivotal moment came when the police
followed the students into the courtyard of the dormitory, which students had
assumed was a safe zone, and there attacked them with batons and tear gas.2! In-
tellectuals, cowed by the Novotny-led backlash against them following the Writ-
ers’ Congress, now came out on the side of the students, and so began the steady
revolt that would find Novotny out by the end of the year and a new unknown,
the young Slovak politician Alexander Dubcek, in his place.

Television as Political Stage

By 1968, television was already the dominant medium jn the West. In the United
States, the gruesome televised images from the Vietnam War changed public
opinion, and live scenes from the 1968 Democratic National Convention in
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who would be able clearly to formulate their own opinions....I believe that We
have such people but they need the opportunity to express themselves”? [ ike the
writers and students, Czechoslovak television was not always given that oppor-
tunity and was frequently reprimanded for stepping beyond what First Secretary
Novotny, ever fearful of post-Stalinist reform, considered an acceptable leve] of
criticism. Following an overly polemical discussion about the state of the econ-
omy on the television program Face to Face (Tvdri v tvir), for example, its pre-
senter, Jan Drda, disappeared from the screen; and when journalist Otka Bednag
chose the north Bohemian tramping movement as the topic for a television re-
port, the Czech communist daily Rudé pravo (Red Law) came out with a rebuke
against the program and the tramping movement in the form of an extended
“letter” titled “Examples of Behavior That Do Not Benefit Our Young.?

But 'Novotny could not fight the changing climate indefinitely. When he
invited the Soviet general secretary, Leonid Brezhnev, to Prague, Brezhnev fa-
mously insisted that the conflict be resolved quietly and internally: “Eto vashe
delo” (“It’s your own affair”)*” With that proclamation, whether intended or
not, Novotny’s legitimacy slipped away. In January of 1968, party leadership was
passed on to Alexander Dubcek, a little-known politician, young by the relative
standards of the geriatric party leadership and considered by much of the po-
litical elite to be a malleable compromise candidate,? Foreshadowing the atmo-
sphere that would dominate the coming year, in the final showdown at a party
plenum, Dubéek chided Novotny, “[Y]ou do not, comrade Novotny, welcome
the opinions of others.”® One would imagine that such an exchange between
Communist Party leaders would warrant close attention, but, at least at first,
the majority of Czechs and Slovaks viewed the change of leadership as a merely
bureaucratic move, of no particular interest to them, and so settled into the New
Year with a shrug. Instead, it would be the media that signaled the new age. Al-
though radio waves still dominated it was the television screen that was capable
of driving the point home.

That politics, recent memory, and everyday life were about to change was
made clear on television one night in January by the scholar Eduard Goldstiicker.
Goldstiicker’s life embodied his generation’s complex destinies. Born into the
Habsburg Empire, in the interwar years he became a communist student leader.
During World War II he was fortunate enough to make his way to England,
where he worked with the Czechoslovak government-in-exile. After the war he
was for a short time a diplomat before becoming one of the communist regime’s
victims and being imprisoned in 1951. After his release in 1955 during the politi-
cal thaw, he turned his efforts to studying and teaching German literature and in
particular Kafka, whose nightmarish view of the world seemed to mimic his own
very real experiences. He became known to the public in 1963 when he organized
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Surpassing even these bold statements, the Horoméfice agricultural worker
Jed her speech with the sort of inflammatory conclusions that would rapidly

e the feathers of less reformist communists as well as Czechoslovakia’s So-

viet Bloc neighbors: “It is imperative,” she stated, “that democracy is rejuvenated,

for people to have at least four parties to choose from in their districts. And
then it would further be necessary to introduce, as we wanted to long ago, co-
operative stores alongside state stores.” While such talk was not welcomed by the
detractors of the Prague Spring, it was embraced by many television viewers,
who after the program sent in letters documenting their enthusiasm for such
honest discussions. One letter declared, “The reportage from the Horométice
Agricultural Cooperative provoked in me serious political questions. Most of
all it was exciting because of its sincerity, openness, and truthfulness.”* In the
same spirit, state television sent mobile broadcasting units into the streets to ask
people what they thought. The American journalist Alan Levy, living in Prague,
recalled watching these “man in the street” reports that included “a minor civil
servant awakening” to the atmosphere of the Prague Spring as he gingerly admit-
ted, ““Yesterday I didn’t think I could say what I think. Today I think maybe I can.
[and] a factory hand in his late twenties reflecting on the future: ‘T hope our chil-
dren won’t be afraid to tell the truth like we were”* It was further evidence that,
as Kieran Williams has shown, any reformist efforts by the party machine, “still
populated by petty bureaucrats,” “lagged well behind the media.”* It was for this

reason that the media were proving a threat.

Lost in Translation
Jiti Héjek, a former professor who in 1967 had come out in support of the Stra-
hov student demonstrators and was now the Czechoslovak foreign minister
under Dubcek, reported in frustration: “[W]ith few exceptions, the Soviet com-
rades do not understand the situation in our country. They are not familiar with
Czechoslovak history, the composition of Czechoslovak society, the mentality
of our people, or our democratic traditions. That is why the openness of the
Czechoslovak press and radio has evoked such bewilderment, and why opin-
ions have even been expressed that this development is abetting the enemies of
socialism.”** Héjek’s assurances to the Soviets that few Czechs and Slovaks had
any desire to abandon socialism (indeed, this had been fully borne out by the
findings of the recently resurrected Institute of Public Opinion)* fell on deaf
ears or, worse, was interpreted as the cunning propaganda of anticommunist
perpetrators. Moscow responded to the unfamiliar by playing up its most com-
fortable role of Big Slavic Brother, with the Politburo even penning a chummy
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personal letter from Comrade Brezhnev to Comrade Dubéek. In it Brezhney
detailed his angst over events in Czechoslovakia, describing his sleepless nights
over Prague’s recent transgressions. Finding it difficult to express himself, to find
the right words, he wished he could “put my thou
worrying too much about polishing my phrases >+

But the Prague Spring, and the language it employed (which Moscow was
finding so objectionable), was being lost in translation in the West too. While
the Soviets were trying to bring the Czechs and Slovaks back into the Marxist-
Leninist fold, political activists in the West had embarked on their own love affair
with Marxism. According to Tony Judt, Marxism was then still the “one grand

theory,” the “Master Narrative offering to make sense of everything while leaving
open a place for human initiative > Danje] Cohn-Bendit and other student lead-
ers have since distanced themselves from some of the excesses of the discourse
that emerged, yet Kristin Ross, arguing for the resuscitation of 1968 as a political
movement (as opposed to a youth-driven, “socio-hormonal frustration, a bio-
logical convulsion,” as the writer Raymond Aron would have it), notes that it
“brought together socially heterogeneous groups and individuals whose conver-
gence eroded particularities, including those of class and age.”® Particularities of
class and age, however, were easier to dispel in 1968 than the more often ignored
particularities of geography and political happenstance.

When the West German student leader Rudi Dutschke (aka “Red Rudi”)
first visited Prague in spring 1968, Czech students, although anxious to tap into
the revolutionary language from across the Iron Curtain, found it difficult to
place that language: “Is he a Maoist, Trotskyite, Marxist, even a Liebknechtist, or
else simply an ordinary beatnik who provocatively enters into discussions...in
the uniform of today’s protesting youth: in jeans, a sweater, an overgrown shock
of raven hair?” asked Milan Hauner, an admirer of Dutschke who tracked his
Visit to Prague for the radical Czech university newspaper Student. Dutschke’s
charisma electrified the crowd, but his speech was less impressive. When he
speaks, continued Hauner, “German romanticism and revolutionary radicalism
are wed. In our circumstances, he perhaps was able merely to garner tired sur-
prise [from his audience].”s Following his formal presentation, Dutschke met
informally with Czech students. Here the situation went from bad to worse, and

as Hauner admitted, a certain “embarrassing mutual schooling” took place. Ap-
parently (and not surprisingly), Dutschke was highly critical of current capital-
ism and at the same time excessively optimistic about its transformations under
a “direct democracy,” whereas for Czech students, their young lives thus far lived
under communism, “the situation was just about the opposite. And even Rudi’s
well-formulated phrases did not manage to convince [them] that the future di-
rect democracy with ‘new people’ will not lead to the abuse of power.”>! Even as
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of the Warsaw Pact Treaty, the Soviets—along with token Bulgarian, East Ger-
man, Hungarian, and Polish armed forces—had entered the country to bring the
Prague Spring to a premature close.
The media were the first to be attacked, with tanks and then censorship. The
battlefield on the morning of August 21 was quite literally outside the Czecho-
slovak Radio building in the Vinohrady section of Prague, immediately north of
Wenceslas Square. The attack on radio turned into a battle between citizens and
armed forces after the station broadcast a statement by the Central Committee
condemning the invasion. Prague citizens, hearing this, headed off to the radio
building. As Alan Levy, an eyewitness to the events, wrote, “Statistics are not pre-
cise, but at least five Czechs died in the Battle of Radio Prague. And, before the
broadcasters were finally evicted from their headquarters, sixty-five Czechs were
taken to Vinohrady Hospital with ‘shot wounds, lacerations, lesions, wounds
caused by grenade fragments and shots from tank grenades.”* When the radio
building was finally stormed, and broadcasters were shut down in midsentence
as they insisted to their listeners that truth would prevail (the motto inscribed on
the King Wenceslas monument just a stone’s throw south of them), the Soviets
began to broadcast a proinvasion “Radio Vltava” from a transmitter in Dresden.
The telltale sign was the broadcaster’s “poor pronunciation and grammatical
€rrors...it was the same antiquated Czech (an obsolete Moravian dialect) that
Soviet advisers and interrogators were trained (in Moscow) to speak.”’s
Radio Prague, despite the fact that its headquarters were now occupied by
troops, continued to operate for at least a week longer through various under-
ground and covert locations, including “a studio disguised as a ladies’ room.”s
The announcers warned listeners to ignore Radio Vltava, urged that unarmed
citizens engage in passive resistance (such as the successful removal of all
street signs), listed areas with heavy shooting to be avoided, and offered a re-
assuring presence, particularly through their oft-repeated mantra and station
identification:"Be with us, we are with you!” It was because of the continued
transmission of Czech radio that delegates to the Extraordinary Fourteenth Con-
gress of the Czechoslovak Communist Party, a meeting since known as the Secret
Vysocany Congress, were able to gather on August 22, less than two days after the
invasion. Summoned over the radio, they arrived in Prague “by train and by car,
by bicycle and on foot” and were led to the congress, held clandestinely inside a
factory, by city residents and factory workers."

In contrast to the violent confrontation at Prague Radio, Czechoslovak Televi-
sion pursued an extended game of cat and mouse with the occupiers. At five in
the morning on August 21, Kamil Winter, head of the news department, along
with cameramen and television presenters, most notably Kamila Mouckova,
made their way to a studio location in Prague’s first district, where they broadcast
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system of assigned censors, but in practice it was not. To great effect, the pub-
lisher would watch the editor in chief, who would watch the editors, who would
watch the writers. Not only were writers watched, but they monitored them-
selves.® During normalization, the writer Ludvik Vaculik would wistfully recall
the time “when censors in Czechoslovakia had their own building, address, their
directives and their own morals.” and were therefore tangible, nameable, and
someone with whom one could “forge relationships...bend the rules”®

Capitulation

With this new form of censorship in place, the Soviets could afford to orchestrate
the handover of power from reformists back to hard-liners at a more leisurely
~ pace than originally planned. At first the Soviets had expected that the change-
over would be carried out immediately following the invasion: naive and igno-
rant or perhaps merely disbelieving, they were surprised by the Czech and Slovak
disdain for the pro-Moscow politicians they had lined up to assume power. The
initial regime change, therefore, was not only delayed but reshuffled, and Al-
exander Dubcek was allowed to linger in power. It was this slowed pace that
actually played into the hands of the Soviets. It lulled Dubéek and some of his
Prague Spring government colleagues—the “men of January,” as they came to be
called—into believing they could hold on to power as long as they met Moscow
halfway, with the halfway mark, of course, being drawn and repeatedly redrawn
by the Soviets.

But the men of January were not the only ones to be fooled and to fool in
turn. The writer Milan Kundera, at least initially, believed that with Dubgek still
in power, reform would continue, albeit more slowly. In an essay titled “The
Czechs’ Lot,” Kundera praised the Czech propensity for level-headedness (as op-
posed to revolutionary ardor). Most likely still buoyed by the significant acts
of bravery and unity that had played out in the early weeks after the invasion,
Kundera framed the Czechs’ heralded pragmatism not as capitulation or an over-
eagerness to adapt or collaborate but instead as an ability to create values and act
ethically in times of hardship. He criticized those who had fled Czechoslovakia
since the invasion, as well as their dire predictions that the worst was yet to come:
“People who today are falling into depression and defeatism, lamenting that there
are not enough guarantees, that everything could end badly, that we might again
end up in a miasma of censorship and trials, that this or that can happen, are

simply weak people, who only know how to live in the illusions of certainty.”®®
Véclav Havel, disturbed by Kundera’s conclusions, offered his reply in the journal
Tvdr: “Really. How much easier it is to say to ourselves how good we were before
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Prag'ue i suicide note as “Torch Number One”—for he had drawn the first num-
k.. this group of “volunteers who are willing to burn themselv.es for our
E:i:;‘f}?aladl wrote, “Because our nations are on the brink of c:ieslpa;r wen}};}\l/:
decided to express our protest and to wake Pp.the'people of thlshfmns.9 . B il
first of his demands was the “immediate ehmmatlon-of censc?rs 15.8 i
January 1969, when Palach committed his‘ act of se.:lf—llmmolanor;, r; g
was already impossible for Dubcek and his reformist colleagues to iSin. e
were unwilling to rock the boat, convince}:ld ezls they were that compromising
iffs in town might yet save the day. ‘
thehrlllz‘:ivizhfctxllf:age of Palacgh’s morbid protest. against .censorsh%p onlz fz;t:;(rl
confirmed its presence. That day’s evening 1'3310 nzws :)nrcIllt::;c(l) ilu(s)tf e:hermidde
i ernment report of the incident and made n
Zizljllliot;e twenty—oge-year—old Palach had left behind. The nue)zt dRa);izsIl)’:i;clI;
lay dying in a hospital from his burns, the n'ow Moscow—contro ed at -
distributed a memorandum to its staff forbidding anyone to broa }i:?)s pdcga o
or segments on Palach. The only exception was made for t'he yout : roa Palacﬁ
division, which was ordered to provide carefully crafted .1nformat10n (;n11 '
and his suicide with the sole purpose of deterring yc?ung hste:ners fro;n o 01\:7 w%
suit.”® But in a last-ditch effort to retain some mod1C}1m of indepen etnce, a?ive
ever fleeting, Czechoslovak Television’s Prague studios rflanaged ton searlfz o
program discussion about Palach. In its aftermath, ilard-lme norm'il z o g Y
claimed the program had been knowingly planned “to create a [natlorllwh »nlr)r A
chosis with the intention of stirring up a crisis over tlfe death of ] Pa' ach. o
Soviets were no less irate, insisting this was an organized campaign intende

“nationalist, anti-Soviet moods.””? o
Pro"}’giz, geaspite a great outpouring of national grief over Palac‘h s pamftul (::il;
Dubéek and his ministers responded hazily, thereby ensuring 'a ye 1giticall
estrangement between the public and Dubtek, who was becoming p:nile th);
prudent to the point of collaboration. It was left to the students to org
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i1 Yes, it would lead to his immediate expulsion from the party, but it might
force through a significant political crisis or, at the very least, damage the
- ooth passage of political consolidation. If nothing else, it would leave Czecho-

slovak citizens feeling less betrayed. Most important, wrote Havel, such an act

of defiance could “become a yardstick for [citizens’] own behavior, a compass
needle pointing to a more meaningful future” It would, in other words, rep-
resent the first public act of “living in truth” under normalization, a dissenting
state of being that Havel would elaborate on over the next few years.

But Dubéek chose to remain silent. In contrast, others with far more to

Jose came out into the streets in a series of violent demonstrations in Prague,
Brno, Liberec, Opava, Havifov, and elsewhere during several days surrounding
the first anniversary of the August 1968 invasion. The police, but especially the
people’s militia, shot into the crowds, killing two in Prague and two in Brno. An
eyewitness to late-night demonstrations in Prague on August 21 sent a report
out to the West: “Still before my eyes I see that young man...as he ran away
across the lit-up Namésti Miru Square.... From all sides police officers appeared
and with a sharp command they released their dogs onto the poor young man.
I shouted—Gestapo, Gestapo! The young man shot as fast as an arrow across
the grass on Ndmésti Miru chased by a black German Shepherd.””® Members of
the police, the army, and the people’s militia who took part in shooting, beating,
and arresting the demonstrators, were rewarded with hard-to-find consumer
durables such as specially inscribed watches, transistor radios, electric razors,
and photo cameras, as well as recreational vouchers and even cash.” Dubcek
was rewarded for his collaborative silence by being purged from the Communist
Party once and for all by the men of normalization whose favor he was still try-
ing to court.

A year after the August 1968 invasion a government fully committed to nor-
malization, led by the new general secretary, Gustav Husék, was in place. Much
later, after the collapse of communism in 1989, Husdk would lament, “The
concept of normalization was not my invention. We all voted for it as the only
possible outcome. If some country experiences an earthquake—what then? It
tries to normalize life. And what can it do when a 100,000-plus-strong army
descends upon it?”7® Despite this apparent sense of helplessness, Husdk set about
his task with vigor, working fourteen to sixteen hours a day, seven days a week;
he claimed that he wanted to bring Czechoslovakia out of not only its political
and economic crises but also its crisis of values.” That is to say, normalization
would do away with the Prague Spring and its residue, but would also instill a
new and more appropriate set of values in its place. What those values might be,
Husék and his fellow normalizers probably did not yet know, and consequently

the early years of late communism seem largely improvised. But in August 1969,
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two things were clear to the Communist Party and its leadership: first, that the
public sphere, so central to communist ideology and yet dangerously tainted by
recent events, needed to be reconceptualized; second, that the media were to be
tamed and then fully incorporated into the task of shaping a post-1968 politica]
state. This was to be a distinctly new era of postwar communism,



