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The first threat to our national life was from the war. Then came other evil days and events that

endangered the nation’s spiritual well-being and character. Most of the nation welcomed the

socialist program with high hopes. But it fell into the hands of the wrong people. It would not

have mattered so much that they lacked adequate experience in affairs of state, factual

knowledge, or philosophical education, if only they had had enough common prudence and

decency to listen to the opinion of others and agree to being gradually replaced by more able

people.

After enjoying great popular confidence immediately after the war, the communist party by

degrees bartered this confidence away for office, until it had all the offices and nothing else. We

feel we must say this, it is familiar to those of us who are communists and who are as

disappointed as the rest at the way things turned out. The leaders’ mistaken policies

transformed a political party and an alliance based on ideas into an organization for exerting

power, one that proved highly attractive to power-hungry individuals eager to wield authority,

to cowards who took the safe and easy route, and to people with bad conscience. The influx of

members such as these affected the character and behavior of the party, whose internal

arrangements made it impossible, short of scandalous incidents, for honest members to gain

influence and adapt it continuously to modern conditions. Many communists fought against

this decline, but they did not manage to prevent what ensued.

Conditions inside the communist party served as both a pattern for and a cause of the identical

conditions in the state. The party’s association with the state deprived it of the asset of

separation from executive power. No one criticized the activities of the state and of economic

organs. Parliament forgot how to hold proper debates, the government forgot how to govern

properly, and managers forgot how to manage properly. Elections lost their significance, and

the law carried no weight. We could not trust our representatives on any committee or, if we

could, there was no point in asking them for anything because they were powerless. Worse still,

we could scarcely trust one another. Personal and collective honor decayed. Honesty was a

useless virtue, assessment by merit unheard of. Most people accordingly lost interest in public

affairs, worrying only about themselves and about money, a further blot on the system being

the impossibility today of relying even on the value of money. Personal relations were ruined,

there was no more joy in work, and the nation, in short, entered a period that endangered its

spiritual well-being and its character.

We all bear responsibility for the present state of affairs. But those among us who are

communists bear more than others, and those who acted as components or instruments of
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unchecked power bear the greatest responsibility of all. The power they wielded was that of a

self-willed group spreading out through the party apparatus into every district and

community. It was this apparatus that decided what might and might not be done: it ran the

cooperative farms for the cooperative farmers, the factories for the workers, and the National

Committees for the public. No organizations, not even communist ones, were really controlled

by their own members. The chief sin and deception of these rulers was to have explained their

own whims as the “will of the workers.” Were we to accept this pretense, we would have to

blame the workers today for the decline of our economy, for crimes committed against the

innocent, and for the introduction of censorship to prevent anyone writing about these things.

The workers would be to blame for misconceived investments, for losses suffered in foreign

trade, and for the housing shortage. Obviously no sensible person will hold the working class

responsible for such things.

We all know, and every worker knows especially, that they had virtually no say in deciding

anything. Working-class functionaries were given their voting instructions by somebody else.

While many workers imagined that they were the rulers, it was a specially trained stratum of

party and state officials who actually ruled in their name. In effect it was these people who

stepped into the shoes of the deposed ruling class and themselves came to constitute the new

authority. Let us say in fairness that some of them long ago realized the evil trick history had

played. We can recognize such individuals today by the way they are redressing old wrongs,

rectifying mistakes, handing back powers of decision-making to rank-and-file party members

and members of the public, and establishing limits on the authority and size of the

bureaucracy. They share our opposition to the retrograde views held by certain party members.

But a large proportion of officials have been resistant to change and are still influential. They

still wield the instruments of power, especially at district and community level, where they can

employ them in secret and without fear of prosecution.

Since the beginning of this year we have been experiencing a regenerative process of

democratization. It started inside the communist party, that much we must admit, even those

communists among us who no longer had hopes that anything good could emerge from that

quarter know this. It must also be added, of course, that the process could have started

nowhere else. For after twenty years the communists were the only ones able to conduct some

sort of political activity. It was only the opposition inside the communist party that had the

privilege to voice antagonistic views. The effort and initiative now displayed by democratically

minded communists are only then a partial repayment of the debt owed by the entire party to

the non-communists whom it had kept down in an unequal position. Accordingly, thanks are

due to the communist party, though perhaps it should be granted that the party is making an

honest effort at the eleventh hour to save its own honor and the nation’s.

The regenerative process has introduced nothing particularly new into our lives. It revives

ideas and topics, many of which are older than the errors of our socialism, while others, having

emerged from below the surface of visible history, should long ago have found expression but

were instead repressed. Let us not foster the illusion that it is the power of truth which now
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makes such ideas victorious. Their victory has been due rather to the weakness of the old

leaders, evidently already debilitated by twenty years of unchallenged rule. All the defects

hidden in the foundations and ideology of the system have clearly reached their peak. So let us

not overestimate the effects of the writers’ and students’ criticisms. The source of social change

is the economy. A true word makes its mark only when it is spoken under conditions that have

been properly prepared—conditions that, in our context, unfortunately include the

impoverishment of our whole society and the complete collapse of the old system of

government, which had enabled certain types of politicians to get rich, calmly and quietly, at

our expense. Truth, then, is not prevailing. Truth is merely what remains when everything else

has been frittered away. So there is no reason for national jubilation, simply for fresh hope.

In this moment of hope, albeit hope still threatened, we appeal to you. It took several months

before many of us believed it was safe to speak up; many of us still do not think it is safe. But

speak up we did, exposing ourselves to the extent that we have no choice but to complete our

plan to humanize the regime. If we did not, the old forces would exact cruel revenge. We

appeal above all to those who so far have waited on the sidelines. The time now approaching

will decide events for years to come.

The summer holidays are approaching, a time when we are inclined to let everything slip. But

we can safely say that our dear adversaries will not give themselves a summer break; they will

rally everyone who is under any obligation to them and are taking steps, even now, to secure

themselves a quiet Christmas! Let us watch carefully how things develop, let us try to

understand them and have our answers ready. Let us forget the impossible demand that

someone from on high should always provide us with a single explanation and a single, simple

moral imperative. Everyone will have to draw their own conclusions. Common, agreed

conclusions can only be reached in discussion that requires freedom of speech—the only

democratic achievement to our credit this year.

But in the days to come we must gird ourselves with our own initiative and make our own

decisions. To begin with we will oppose the view, sometimes voiced, that a democratic revival

can be achieved without the communists, or even in opposition to them. This would be unjust,

and foolish too. The communists already have their organizations in place, and in these we

must support the progressive wing. They have their experienced officials, and they still have in

their hands, after all, the crucial levers and buttons. On the other hand they have presented an

Action Program to the public. This program will begin to even out the most glaring

inequalities, and no one else has a program in such specific detail. We must demand that they

produce local Action Programs in public in every district and community. Then the issue will

suddenly revolve around very ordinary and long-awaited acts of justice. The Czechoslovak

Communist Party is preparing for its congress, where it will elect its new Central Committee.

Let us demand that it be a better committee than the present one. Today the communist party

says it is going to rest its position of leadership on the confidence of the public, and not on

force. Let us believe them, but only as long as we can believe in the people they are now

sending as delegates to the party’s district and regional conferences.
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People have recently been worried that the democratization process has come to a halt. This

feeling is partly a sign of fatigue after the excitement of events, but partly it reflects the truth.

The season of astonishing revelations, of dismissals from high office, and of heady speeches

couched in language of unaccustomed daring—all this is over. But the struggle between

opposing forces has merely become somewhat less open; the fight continues over the content

and formulation of the laws and over the scope of practical measures. Besides, we must give

the new people time to work: the new ministers, prosecutors, chairmen and secretaries. They

are entitled to time in which to prove themselves fit or unfit. This is all that can be expected at

present of the central political bodies, though they have made a remarkably good showing so

far in spite of themselves.

The everyday quality of our future democracy depends on what happens in the factories, and

on what happens to the factories. Despite all our discussions, it is the economic managers who

have us in their grasp. Good managers must be sought out and promoted. True, we are all

badly paid in comparison with people in the developed countries, some of us worse than

others. We can ask for more money, and more money can indeed be printed, but only if it is

devalued in the process. Let us rather ask the directors and the chairmen of boards to tell us

what they want to produce and at what cost, the customers they want to sell it to and at what

price, the profit that will be made, and of that, how much will be reinvested in modernizing

production and how much will be left over for distribution. Under dreary-looking headlines, a

hard battle is being covered in the press—the battle of democracy versus soft jobs. The workers,

as entrepreneurs, can intervene in this battle by electing the right people to management and

workers’ councils. And as employees they can help themselves best by electing, as their trade

union representatives, natural leaders and able, honorable individuals without regard to party

affiliation.

Although at present one cannot expect more of the central political bodies, it is vital to achieve

more at district and community level. Let us demand the departure of people who abused their

power, damaged public property, and acted dishonorably or brutally. Ways must be found to

compel them to resign. To mention a few: public criticism, resolutions, demonstrations,

demonstrative work brigades, collections to buy presents for them on their retirement, strikes,

and picketing at their front doors. But we should reject any illegal, indecent, or boorish

methods, which they would exploit to bring influence to bear on Alexander Dubček. Our

aversion to the writing of rude letters must be expressed so completely that the only

explanation for any such missives in the future would be that their recipients had ordered

them themselves. Let us revive the activity of the National Front. Let us demand public

sessions of the national committees. For questions that no one else will look into, let us set up

our own civic committees and commissions. There is nothing difficult about it; a few people

gather together, elect a chairman, keep proper records, publish their findings, demand

solutions, and refuse to be shouted down. Let us convert the district and local newspapers,

which have mostly degenerated to the level of official mouthpieces, into a platform for all the

forward-looking elements in politics; let us demand that editorial boards be formed of National

Front representatives, or else let us start new papers. Let us form committees for the defense of
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free speech. At our meetings, let us have our own staffs for ensuring order. If we hear strange

reports, let us seek confirmation, let us send delegations to the proper authorities and publicize

their answers, perhaps putting them up on front gates. Let us give support to the police when

they are prosecuting genuine wrongdoers, for it is not our aim to create anarchy or a state of

general uncertainty. Let us eschew quarrels between neighbors, and let us avoid drunkenness

on political occasions. Let us expose informers.

The summer traffic throughout the republic will enhance interest in the settlement of

constitutional relations between Czechs and Slovaks. Let us consider federalization as a

method of solving the question of nationalities, but let us regard it as only one of several

important measures designed to democratize the system. In itself this particular measure will

not necessarily give even the Slovaks a better life. Merely having separate governments in the

Czech Lands and in Slovakia does not solve the problem of government. Rule by a state and

party bureaucracy could still go on; indeed, in Slovakia it might even be strengthened by the

claim that it had “won more freedom.”

There has been great alarm recently over the possibility that foreign forces will intervene in our

development. Whatever superior forces may face us, all we can do is stick to our own positions,

behave decently, and initiate nothing ourselves. We can show our government that we will

stand by it, with weapons if need be, if it will do what we give it a mandate to do. And we can

assure our allies that we will observe our treaties of alliance, friendship, and trade. Irritable

reproaches and ill-argued suspicions on our part can only make things harder for our

government, and bring no benefit to ourselves. In any case, the only way we can achieve

equality is to improve our domestic situation and carry the process of renewal far enough to

some day elect statesmen with sufficient courage, honor, and political acumen to create such

equality and keep it that way. But this is a problem that faces all governments of small

countries everywhere.

This spring a great opportunity was given to us once again, as it was after the end of the war.

Again we have the chance to take into our own hands our common cause, which for working

purposes we call socialism, and give it a form more appropriate to our once-good reputation

and to the fairly good opinion we used to have of ourselves. The spring is over and will never

return. By winter we will know all.

So ends our statement addressed to workers, farmers, officials, artists, scholars, scientists, technicians,

and everybody. It was written at the behest of scholars and scientists.

Complete text of the manifesto in English translation, as published by the Prague Writers’ Festival (pwf.cz). Reproduced

on ceciliejilkova.com for documentary purposes.
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