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Milan Šimečka’s The Restoration of Order is one of the most important 
texts to come out of Central Europe during the Cold War and I am 
proud to have commissioned the first translation of it in 1983. It is 
a searing analysis of how the neo-Stalinists of the Czechoslovak 
Communist Party attempted to break the moral and political will of 
Czechs and Slovaks in the wake of the Soviet invasion of August 1968. 
But the value of Šimečka’s work goes beyond that in anticipating 
the ‘playbook’ so popular in recent years among populists of various 
hues. Pithy and elegantly written, the spirit of the book is beautifully 
reflected in Gerald Turner’s new translation. This book provides 
as much insight today as it did in the late seventies. Put simply,  
it is a brilliant work of political science.
Misha Glenny, award-winning journalist and author of McMafia and The Balkans

The Restoration of Order is Milan Šimečka’s masterpiece — part 
memoir, part sociological study, it offers an appealing mix of anecdote 
and analysis, daily observations and rare insight, all filtered through 
his own ethos of humane tolerance. By cutting free of ideology and 
polemic, he managed to write a personal, essayistic account that goes 
far deeper than many scholarly works about the normalization period 
that followed the Soviet-led invasion in 1968, while still posing difficult 
questions about the ethics of opposition and adaptation. Drawing 
uniquely on his own life experiences and a style of political thinking 
that had been years in the making, The Restoration of Order  
helped establish Šimečka as one of the most incisive commentators  
on Communism in East Central Europe in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Jonathan Bolton, Harvard University professor of Slavic languages and literature
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THE GENESIS OF A FREE THINKER

I used to see my father sitting at the kitchen table after dinner, writ-
ing something in a green school exercise book so energetically that 
the whole table shook. He would write for two hours, smoking ciga-
rettes and staring at the wall during breaks. Then he would go to bed 
early, because he got up at five in the morning. So did I. He went to 
his job as bulldozer driver, I went to the factory. I was seventeen, he 
was forty-five.

The year was 1975. We would have breakfast together, sleepy and 
silent, and we would leave the house together, each of us heading 
for our own bus. Those shared mornings brought us even closer to-
gether; we were bonded by fate. We were outcasts of the state, sent 
as punishment among manual workers, which was a form of exile, 
since Czechoslovakia had no Siberia, unlike great Russia.

I never heard a word of complaint from my father about his fate, 
so I didn’t complain either. Those silent mornings together with my 
father taught me to resist with stoicism the hostility of those in pow-
er for the rest of my life.

At first he didn’t talk about what he was writing. It wasn‘t until 
he was transcribing the chapters on his typewriter that he let us 
read them. It was immediately clear to all of us in the family that 
my father had written an extraordinary book, and we told him so, 
although my mother added that he would go to prison for it. She 
was right. In 1981, my father was imprisoned for a year and a half; it 
was the Communist regime’s revenge for The Restoration of Order, 
though not stated formally.

When my father began writing the book, he had already spent five 
years in exile – five years living under a regime that had plunged 
society into a state of inertia. I watched my father as he struggled 
to cope with timelessness and also with hopelessness. I would never 
have admitted it to myself as a boy, because I saw my father as a 
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powerful and indomitable man with the gift of natural authority, but 
today I know that he went through years of helplessness.

In his search for something to hold onto, he found activities that 
helped him to forget. He learned to fish and used to take my brother 
and me to the branches of the Danube, where we would spend our 
days. We rarely caught anything. Or my mother would join us mush-
rooming in the woods. He used to play chess with me and became a 
member of the chess club. Thanks to his patient positional play, he 
often won local tournaments.

Today I see the first half of the seventies as a period when an in-
tellectual was coming to maturity, undergoing a profound transfor-
mation from communist academic to free thinker, like a caterpillar 
turning into a butterfly.

My father was aware of this process of transformation. In letters 
to his friend, the historian Vilém Prečan, he wrote of his frustration 
as follows: ‘They suddenly put us in an empty space. We stand here 
in the desert without tools or anything. They have deprived us of ex-
troverted activity and so we have no choice but to turn inward. We 
are forced to be hermits. They have forced us turn to an introverted 
life. We never had time for that before, and all those people toiling 
away don’t have time for that now. I’m trying to make the most of 
this opportunity, as much as I’d hate for it to last forever. But it 
won’t.’

Those first five years of normalization were the most difficult. Peo-
ple expelled from the universities licked their wounds alone in boil-
er houses or with the few friends they had left. There was not yet a 
ramified community of dissent: the structure of samizdat literature 
was still in its infancy, at that time more in the form of typed feuil-
letons, read aloud to a few friends gathered in a cottage somewhere.

‚Sometimes I really feel like some form of cattle, tied up in a stall  
patiently chewing the cud,’ he wrote in his letter. ‘I live a tedious 
existence, waiting for some jolt from outside.’ That jolt came many 
times. First in the form of house searches and interrogations in the 
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gloomy State Security building, then the jailing of his close friends 
(until eventually he himself went to prison).

Those jolts also took the form of public hounding in the press and 
on television. There was no defence against it, but my father bore it 
with admirable calm. 

‘It’s almost as straightforward as in the old cowboy movies: a 
man has no choice but to stand and watch with contempt while the 
Apaches cavort around the stake. Because what else can you do? It‘s 
amazing that this age reproduces over and over again the model 
situations from the naive readings of our youth,’ he wrote to Prečan.

But those first five long years of intellectual limbo were as useful 
as the meditation of monks in Buddhist monasteries. ‚What we need 
is patience. An Asian patience that would allow one to watch with-
out bitterness as the months pass and nothing happens,’ he wrote in 
another letter.

Gradually his mind freed itself from the communist jargon that 
even enlightened reformers like him had used until 1968. He often 
told me what a relief it was to write in a language that was not 
subject to the rules of academic writing or newspaper journalism. 
He was finding his own language and discovering his own talent 
as a writer whose style was inimitable. When I return to his books 
from time to time, I am amazed to read texts that are outstanding 
for their beauty and imagery even in the rich context of Czech essay 
writing.

During those five years, he came to realize the task he had as-
sumed for the rest of his life. ‘I hope to recognize the moment when 
we will have to do something for ourselves, because nothing is likely 
to fall into our laps on its own,’ he wrote to Prečan. That task was 
philosophical, historical and psychological reflection about ‚real so-
cialism’, which was the final totalitarian version of the erstwhile 
communist utopia.

The Restoration of Order was the first book with which he un-
dertook that task. Later on, he followed up with others in which 
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he predicted the collapse of the totalitarian regime because of the 
hidden cracks he saw in it.

In his books, my father used not only his exceptional talent as a 
writer, but also his intimate knowledge of the system he had helped 
to build after 1948.

In the introduction to The Restoration of Order, he writes: ‘There 
are no greater protagonists of order than victorious revolutionaries.’ 
But one could also say: There are no greater critics of the regime 
than those who once helped construct it.

That was my father. He saw into the very entrails of the system 
like few others. And at the same time, he was driven by remorse for 
having helped build the totalitarian regime. It was conscience-driv-
en intellectual obsession that created an author whose writing tran-
scended the horizon of one regime. That is why it is still readable 
today.

The point is that my father was not content solely to describe indi-
vidual social and political phenomena, he was constantly looking for 
how they impacted the human condition, regardless of the regime in 
which they occurred. He also lived in a democracy, albeit only virtu-
ally. In Bratislava it was possible to watch Austrian television, since 
Vienna was just round the corner, even if physically inaccessible. He 
would listen to Austrian radio while cooking dinner. He had a per-
fect overview of all the shortcomings of Western democracy.

It often occurs to me that there are many forms of inequality. It is 
not just social inequality that plagues most of the world today. There 
is also historical and geographical inequality. You may simply have 
the misfortune to be born in the wrong country at the wrong time. 
My father was born in Czechoslovakia in 1930, and lived most of his 
life under some form of dictatorship – Nazi during the war, Com-
munist after it. He died in September 1990, so he lived in freedom 
for under a year.

He would argue, however, that life in any era and under any re-
gime can be happy and meaningful, it is just a matter of personal 
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choice. I knew my father very well, he was my best friend. And that’s 
why I know that despite the difficult times of normalization, about 
which he wrote so passionately, he led a happy life.

Martin M. Šimečka
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INTRODUCTION

There are no greater protagonists of order 
than victorious revolutionaries.

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

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

The events of 1968 in my country have been given many different 
names. But I believe that from the point of view of the entire sys-
tem of ‘existing socialism’,1 what happened in Czechoslovakia can 
be most simply described as an outbreak of disorder: disorder both 
internal and external. At that time my country was like a  planet 
which, as a result of a strange combination of circumstances, had 
slipped out of its orbit and was flying on its own course in the uncer-
tain hope that it might find another orbit nearer the sun. Within the 
fixed European planetary system this undertaking was quite risky 
from the very outset. Hence its wayward flight attracted increasing 
attention, arousing excited anticipation among Western observers 
and giving rise to alarm in the East.

By now it is easier for me to appreciate that the men who felt a re-
sponsibility for the entire planetary system viewed the irresponsible 
manoeuvres of the Czechoslovak satellite with growing impatience, 
until the day when (rightly or wrongly as the case may be) they 
decided that my country was a threat to the order of the universe 
since it might lead to other planets one day escaping from their 
orbits. So they resolved to return my country back to where it had 

1	 “Real socialism, better known as actually existing socialism, was an ideological catchphrase 
popularized during the Brezhnev era in the Eastern Bloc countries and the Soviet Union. The 
term referred to the Soviet-type economic planning implemented by the Eastern Bloc at that 
particular time] From the 1960s onward, Communist states such as Poland, East Germany, 
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia began to argue that their policies represented what was 
realistically feasible given their level of productivity.” Definition from the Wikipedia article  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Real_socialism
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been and teach it a better sense of order. As we know, they went on 
to do this with such a degree of armed might that, ironically, they 
increased the historical importance of the brief period of Czechoslo-
vak disorder.

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

Driven by all these urges, I set out, at the beginning of the ‘consol-
idation’ in 1971, to write a book about 1968. I completed the first few 
chapters quite rapidly, but then I found myself returning to the un-
finished manuscript less and less frequently. I became depressingly 
aware, with the passage of time, that my work was merely going over 
the same ground as existing literature about Czechoslovakia written 
by authors with far more favourable working conditions than I had. 
Being employed, first as a driver, then as a skilled craftsman, and still 
later, as an excavator driver, certainly widened my horizons, but oth-
erwise it increasingly exhausted my physical and mental strength to 
complete the work whose usefulness I had in any case begun to doubt. 
Thus it was that my book remained uncompleted and was seized 
during a house search, so that now it forms, together with many of 
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my other manuscripts, part of interrogation file no. VS-CSV-4/1975 
in the interrogation section of State Security (StB).2

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

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

It suddenly occurred to me that it would be far more useful to 
describe and understand the period following the disintegration of 
that emotion, a period officially termed ‘consolidation’ and ‘normali-
zation’, that is, the period when the displaced planet was returned to 

2	 Státní Bezpečnost (State Security) was the Czechoslovak secret police, commonly referred to 
by its acronym StB.
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its old orbit. This new subject matter would permit me to deal with 
the typical situation in existing socialism: 1968 had been an atypical 
situation. It occurred to me that even from a long term perspective 
it would be more useful to be versed in situations typical for exist-
ing socialism than in historical exceptions which are highly unlikely 
ever to be repeated in such a form.

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

But by the time I was watching the system overhaul all its func-
tions I no longer had any illusions. The very process of restoring 
order did not permit illusions. There was no longer any attempt at 
a gradual insertion of the new functions required for a ‘dictatorship 
of the proletariat’, into former conditions and national traditions 
such as there had been in the immediate post-war years. From 1970, 
long-dead functions of the system were restored ruthlessly and with-
out any concern for preceding development. Rather, deliberate care 
was taken to expunge from the national consciousness even memo-
ries of the previously attained degree of ideological sanity, econom-
ic common sense, cultural tolerance and political realism. And for 
this reason, too, all the various components of the process unfold-
ed themselves in an unprecedentedly clear and transparent fashion. 
This ‘restoration of order’ was hardly the stuff that myths are made 
of, and in truth, it made no efforts to be such. Hackneyed phrases 



19

took the place of myths and no effort was even made to make them 
sound plausible. Everything was suddenly as clear as day to me, and 
I was tempted to get something of this clarity of vision down on pa-
per before it was erased in the natural course of humdrum existence.

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

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

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

I wrote during the period when the censor held sway. It was not 
as bad as it sounds. Although one could not exactly write from the 
heart, it made writing quite good fun. It was a matter of tightening 
the string and waiting for it to break. Quite often it would, but even 
when it did, the consequences were not particularly serious. I also 
wrote during the period when censorship had been removed. At that 
time every word you wrote was taken terribly seriously and you felt 
a  burden of responsibility at the back of your mind all the time. 
I wrote in fear of how it would be received and what effect it would 
have. Now I have no such fears. I have no intention of submitting 
this work to the censor and I am not bold enough to believe in the 
return of a censor-free era in the foreseeable future. I maintain that 
there is no better time for writing. What a  contradictory notion 
freedom is.
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Disorder
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On 15 March 1939, I stood and watched motorized units of the Ger-
man army roll down the street, with their lorries and guns, and most 
memorably, the motorcycles with machine-guns mounted on their 
sidecars. I was nine at the time and I expect my inclination was to 
admire the highly polished, exotic military hardware. But behind 
me stood my sister, then eighteen years old, weeping softly. I had 
never seen her cry that way before and so I realized something evil 
was afoot. We had with us that day a  strange uncle of mine. He 
gazed at her condescendingly and said with all due manly authority, 
‘Don’t cry, silly girl, at least we’ll have some order now.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the Soviet Union this formal order has gone from strength 
to strength since the 1930s and is now well nigh perfect. In the 
people’s  democracies, two decades sufficed to ensure the creation 
of a virtually unchanging state of affairs and a jealously preserved 
reverence for the formal order of existing socialism. Since then, or-
der has been overwhelmingly expressed in outward signs. There are 
hundreds of such signs and those who live in existing socialism learn 
to read them. Their unchanging character is itself the expression of 
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a formal order. These signs include, for example, the never-changing 
slogans on the walls and roofs of buildings; the never-changing pho-
tos on the title pages of newspapers alongside never-changing edi-
torials; the never-changing parades and demonstrations; the same 
celebrations of the same anniversaries, year in year out; the same 
old appeals for an early harvest and for socialist competition; the 
leaders’ never-changing bear-hugs and the never-changing structure 
of their speeches; the never-changing spectacle of young pioneers3 

running through a congress hall to present flowers to the leaders; 
the never-changing state funerals and wreath-layings; the same old 
successes of our products at home and abroad; the ever-rising stand-
ard of living at home contrasted with crisis and decline abroad; the 
same old struggle for peace alongside increasing defence capability; 
and many, many others. Citizens of existing socialism are not con-
sciously aware of most of these signs, but should any change in them 
occur, they react immediately, by suddenly fixing their attention on 
political developments. Changes in the outward signs of order nor-
mally signal a deep-seated process of change in society.

It does not take much imagination to appreciate the alarming 
effect that the changes in the outward signs of Czechoslovak so-
cialism in 1968 had on the neighbouring people’s democracies and 
the Soviet Union. I  remain convinced to this very day that it was 
those changes in the façade of Czechoslovak society which, above 
all, and most convincingly, fostered the idea that widespread disor-
der reigned here. For with the greatest ill-will in the world it would 
be impossible to find evidence of any more substantial changes in 
the social structure; no fraction of the nation’s property had passed 
into private hands; not one agricultural cooperative had been dis-
banded; no opposition party had been created and the Communist 
Party had not given way on any fundamental theoretical postulate. 

3	 The Pioneers were a Marxist-Leninist movement for children based on the Soviet Komsomol 
model.
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The government, it is true, was considering the possibility of a small 
dollar loan, but it was quickly condemned as a counter-revolutionary 
act. But lo, the avenging states very soon started borrowing billions 
of dollars themselves, and by now this amounts to a tidy sum.

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

Evidence of this at that time was legion. 
Party bodies deliberate in secret and they tell the public only that 

which they consider suitable for them. Particular care is taken to 
conceal any doubts or controversy. In Czechoslovakia, however, they 
had started to write detailed accounts of the meetings of the leading 
Party bodies and they had even gone so far as to issue reports about 
Presidium meetings.

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

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

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

There was a multiplicity of such deviations from the norm of nor-
mal order. And in the course of time there was a spawning of vari-
ous activities such as pilgrimages to famous places, street petitions, 
community projects, collections for the national gold fund, and so 
on. I have to admit that even I was amazed at the resourcefulness 
ordinary people displayed in all those activities. I had had long ex-
perience of how difficult it had been formerly to organize grassroots 
activity from above.

It did not matter that these were chiefly the outward signs of order 
that were being disrupted. The point was that there were so many 
instances that they could not help but perturb the Soviet leadership. 
Disorder in Czechoslovakia was even disturbing the rules of order in 
the Soviet Union. I recall someone just arriving back from a trip to 
the USSR telling us about the widespread amazement that the talks 
at Čierná4 had caused among the people there. People were sudden-

4	 A bilateral meeting to be held in July 1968 at Čierna nad Tisou, near the Slovak-Soviet 
border as part of the  Soviet leadership’s first attempts to stop or limit the impact of 
Dubček’s initiatives. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%8Cierna_nad_Tisou
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slovakia%E2%80%93Ukraine_border
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slovakia%E2%80%93Ukraine_border
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ly realizing that for the first time in history the entire Presidium of 
the Central Committee of the CPSU had taken itself off to some lit-
tle frontier town to confer with the presidium of another party. Such 
a rare event could not fail to arouse suspicions of a serious crisis.

However, I do not wish to create the impression that the disrup-
tion of the normal order only aroused concern abroad. Uneasiness in 
Czechoslovakia itself was not visibly expressed but it existed none-
theless. The widespread euphoria concealed timid expressions of 
disquiet and it emerged only in curious and obscure actions such as 
the Letter of the Ninety-Nine.5 There is no doubt, however, that the 
outward signs of disorder certainly did perturb a  large section of 
the political and economic establishment. The organization of pop-
ularity polls and the publication of their results turned on its head 
all the previous experience of the majority of government and Party 
officials. Before 1968 popularity had been viewed as a trivial feature 
of bourgeois democracy; indeed, in existing socialism, it was a pos-
itive recommendation if one could implement unpopular measures. 
Unpopularity had never been an obstacle to a career. It would be 
hard to think of anyone more unpopular than Antonín Novotný, and 
he became president! Understandably many bureaucrats must have 
realized their positions were no longer altogether safe.

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

5	 “The Letter of the Ninety-Nine” was published in the Moscow Pravda on 18 July 1968. It was 
a conservative critique of the Dubček leadership and the reform movement, apparently written and 
signed by ninety-nine workers at the Auto Prague factory. It was frequently cited by government 
propaganda after the Soviet invasion.
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Thus disquiet grew inside the country as well though it involved 
a minute proportion of the Czechoslovak population. But it existed 
nonetheless and later on slogans about order were able to fall on 
fertile ground.

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

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

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

Whatever the truth of the matter, on that night the foundations 
were laid for the restoration of order and the construction of exist-
ing socialism on model lines.

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



 

Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Restoration of Order. 

Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu. 


