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Glossary of Terms

Agency work:  Recruitment and management of informers by the Czechoslovak State Security Police (Státní bezpečnost (StB)).

Cadre screening:  Official screening for employment and study purposes whereby Czechoslovak citizens were assessed for their social fitness based on their family background, political views, and public (and private) conduct and statements.

Charter 77:  Civic dissident initiative named after a document (The Charter 77) published in Czechoslovakia in January 1977 which critiqued the government for failing to implement some of its international human rights obligations.

Conspirational flat/apartment:  Private residences or other premises which their owners or users provided to the StB for their meetings between officers and informers.

Czechoslovakia:  Czechoslovakia was formed as an independent state on 28 October 1918, when it declared independence from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Czechoslovakia consisted of the historical Czech lands (Bohemia, Moravia, and Czech Silesia) and Slovakia. In 1948, Communists took over power in Czechoslovakia. The Communist regime lasted until 1989. During the forty years of Communism, Czechoslovakia also underwent subtle name changes. The initial official title ‘Czechoslovak Republic’ was changed into ‘Czechoslovak Socialist Republic’ in 1960. In 1969, the former unitary state was changed into a federation consisting of the Czech Socialist Republic and the Slovak Socialist Republic, but the official state name remained the same. In 1990, following the demise of the Communist regime, the country’s name was initially changed into ‘Czechoslovak Federative Republic’. After Slovakian protests regarding the conjoined name, the country was renamed as ‘Czech and Slovak Federative Republic’. Czechoslovakia ceased to exist on 1 January 1993.

Czechoslovak Crown:  The currency (československá koruna, Kčs). Czechoslovakia joined the International Monetary fund on 18 December 1946. At that time, the exchange rate between the Kčs and the $US was set at 50:1. On 1 June 1953, further monetary reform was initiated in which the exchange rate was set at 7.2 Kčs to 1$US. At this point a controlled rationing system of foreign exchange funds was introduced. This system remained in place until the end of 1990. In 1957, an official non-commercial exchange rate was introduced for foreign currencies. As of September 2023, the exchange rate on open exchange markets between the Kč (Czech crown) and the $US is approximately 22:1.

Czech Republic:  Following the dissolution of the Czech and Slovak Federative Republic on 1 January 1993, the Czech Republic (also referred to as Czechia) and Slovakia were established as its two successor independent states. In this book we use the full, formal country name—the Czech Republic (in Czech Česká republika) and not its shortened version—Czechia (in Czech Česko). Both names are currently listed as the country names in the UNGEGN List of Country Names. Czechia became effective as a name only as of 17 May 2016.

De-conspiration:  When an StB informer exposed the contact with the StB (and hence their informer status) to somebody else.

Former (or past) people:  Individuals or groups of individuals considered ‘enemy elements’ according to Secret Order of the Minister of Interior No 1 of 3 January 1959. The StB compiled lists of the former people. Many were landowners, petit bourgeois, proprietors of small businesses, or kulaks. In 1964 the term ‘former people’ was replaced by Order of Minister of Interior No 10 of 17 February 1964 with the term ‘an enemy person’.

Ideological diversion:  Undermining and distraction of the population through the dissemination of anti-Communist ideas. According to the StB, such diversion was frequently attempted by foreigners from the capitalist West.

Informer:  The term we use to refer to all categories of StB secret collaborators, including agents, informers (as one of the sub-categories used by the StB until 1972), residents, owners of conspirational flats, confidants, and candidates for secret collaboration). The typology of informers and its development within StB internal guidelines is discussed in Chapter 2, Section III.B.

Junák:  The Czechoslovak Scouts organization, which was disbanded by the Communists in 1948. Some of its members were persecuted by the regime.

Kulak:  Wealthy peasant or farmer who employed labour or possessed real estate and machinery.

Normalization:  The period of Communist rule in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s.

Operation Danube:  The invasion of Czechoslovakia by four Warsaw Pact armies on 20–21 August 1968 which ended the liberalizing period of the Prague Spring.

Parasitism:  A criminal offence stipulated in the 1956 amendment of the 1950 Czechoslovak Criminal Code. This offence, which endured on the books throughout the remainder of the Communist era, in essence established a duty to work and was deployed to prosecute individuals who lacked a ‘proper’ job, such as those who did business without required permits, sex workers, moneylenders, or gamblers.

Person of interest:  Individuals on the StB’s radar screen either because the StB suspected them to be potentially hostile toward the regime or because the StB picked them for secret collaboration.

Prague Spring:  A brief period of political liberalization amid Czechoslovak Communist governance in 1968 which was quashed by Operation Danube.

Reactionist elements:  Individuals who (actually or allegedly) failed to identify with the Communist regime.

Realization:  Implementation or termination of an operation by the StB. Can also refer to ‘realization of a person’, meaning for instance their interrogation, prosecution, or arrest. Persons who StB informers had informed upon were at times ‘realized’.

Samizdat:  A form of dissident activity in which individuals reproduced censored and underground publications, often by hand or mimeograph, and passed the documents from reader to reader.

Sokol:  A gymnastics organization that was based upon the principle of ‘a strong mind in a sound body’. During Communism, the Sokol movement was suppressed by the regime. Some of its members were imprisoned or exiled.

Stalinism:  A harsh period of the Czechoslovak Communist regime between 1948 and 1956.

Velvet Revolution:  A relatively non-violent transition of power and overthrow of the Communists in Czechoslovakia by mass protests in November 1989.


List of Abbreviations


   

	ABS
	The Security Services Archive (Archiv bezpečnostních složek)



	BRD
	The Federal Republic of Germany, ‘West Germany’ (Bundesrepublik Deutschland)



	ČEDOK
	The Czechoslovak Travel and Transport Agency (Československá cestovní a dopravní kancelář)



	ČSM
	The Communist Party Youth Union (Československý svaz mládeže). In 1969 the ČSM was replaced by the SSM.



	ČSSR
	The Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (Československá socialistická republika)



	DDR
	The German Democratic Republic, ‘East Germany’ (Deutsche Demokratische Republik)



	DM
	The German Mark (currency) (Deutsche Mark)



	Kčs
	The Czechoslovak Crown (currency) (československá koruna)



	KSČ
	The Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunistická strana Československa)



	PTP
	Special battalions formed to detain and re-educate ‘politically unreliable’ soldiers (pomocné technické prapory)



	SNB
	The National Security Corps (Sbor národní bezpečnosti)



	StB
	The State Security Police (Státní bezpečnost)



	TNP
	Forced labor camps (tábory nucené práce)



	SSM
	The Communist Party Youth Union, which replaced ČSM in 1969 (Socialistický svaz mládeže)



	ÚDV
	The Office for the Documentation and Prosecution of Communist Crimes (Úřad dokumentace a vyšetřování zločinů komunismu)



	USSR
	The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics



	ÚSTR
	The Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes (Ústav pro studium totalitních režimů)



	VB
	The Public Security (i.e. ordinary police) (Veřejná bezpečnost)






Translations

All translations from all Czech (or on rare occasion Slovak) documents (or films) into English (whether StB files, official oral history projects, or secondary sources) have been directly made by Barbora Holá and in the cases of some StB files by Anna Jordanová.
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Introduction

Becoming More Informed About Informers


She deceived me from start to finish;

Nothing was ever what it seemed.

She could make me think that ash was flour.1

François Villon

The Testament (Le Testament) (1461)



Snitch. Fink. Snoop. Rat. Turncoat. Mole. All these derogatory terms refer to one character: the informer. Indeed, informers evoke visceral public reactions. Names such as Judas Iscariot and Benedict Arnold remain fixed metaphoric points of reference for treachery. Informers morally vex the human imagination and occupy a nettlesome positionality in law, policy, and ethics. One of the seminal discussions of legal philosophy—the Hart/Fuller debate on legal positivism and natural law—anchors itself in the ‘grudge informer’, namely, a wife who was having an affair and got rid of her husband by telling Nazi authorities that he had privately slandered Hitler.2 Informers have caught the eyes of countless authors, musicians, and film-makers. Overwhelmingly, their works depict informers as baleful characters or, at best, as pitiful sell-outs or pathetic wobbly souls—like Fredo Corleone in the film The Godfather.

Some informers, however, face a different fate. They are admired. Informers such as ‘Deep Throat’—who outed US President Richard Nixon’s wiretapping and thereby triggered the Watergate scandal—are generally lauded, and downright feted, as heroes.3 These kinds of informers become perceived as whistle-blowers who valiantly expose corruption, abuse, bullying, crime, sexism, public health violations, and sleaze. This variant of informing, then, is seen as commendable rather than condemnable or contemptible. Informers, moreover, can be presented as intrepid. For example, the Soviet child informer, Pavlik Morozov, who allegedly denounced his father and grandfather to Stalinist authorities, was venerated and mythologized, only then to become derided following the fall of Communism.4 Public reactions to informers—scorn, mostly, or adulation, sometimes—remain politically contingent.

Together with collaborators, with whom they often are lumped, informers are ubiquitous. They are everywhere. These characters pop up in all conflicts, all regimes, and all revolutions. It only took a month or two after the start of hostilities before Ukraine began to prosecute its own citizens for abetting the invading Russians.5 Following the Second World War, thousands of Nazi acolytes were perfunctorily executed throughout Europe in the absence of coherent legal proceedings or were publicly humiliated through spontaneous forms of ‘popular justice’.6 Indeed, so goes the saying, ‘snitches get stitches’. Yet all states, liberation movements, and activist causes—however iniquitous or virtuous, however lamentable or praiseworthy—need informers to survive and thrive.

Although informers are prone to sensationalist claims and vehement responses, they remain strikingly understudied in academic research.7 This book seeks to respond to this lacuna, specifically in the case of informers in authoritarian times. Similar to many other contributors to repression, informers belie their simplistic portrayals and are multifaceted actors. Much more lurks in these characters than initially meets the eye. This book aims to excavate these complexities. It does so through a case study of secret police informers in Communist Czechoslovakia.

I. Informers: Definition and Context

It is useful to begin with definitions. Who is an informer?8 As we have already noted, informers are often discursively jumbled with collaborators and spies. For us, however, these three words are not interchangeable synonyms despite their semantic overlaps. Each word connotes a person who assists an authority figure, in particular—but not always—a state official. While collaborators may openly assist authority figures, informing tends to be shrouded in secrecy. Moreover, collaborators may engage in a broader array of activities than informers. The spy shares the furtiveness and information-gathering function that is the hallmark of the informer. Spies, however, have become exoticized in public culture—often seen as dashing, charming, and sophisticated—and generally are recruited professionally following years of training. Informers, on the other hand, tend not to fit this pattern. As we will explore, informers largely are rank-and-file characters, often inept, and very far from James Bond even if some imagine themselves in such an aggrandized fashion. In sum, then, for us the informer is a common citizen who gathers and then supplies information, usually clandestinely, to authorities.

Informers operate in many contexts. Some informers collude with hostile occupying forces. Some informers surveil family, friends, neighbours, and co-workers and report their findings to authorities in repressive states. Other informers surveil family, friends, neighbours, and co-workers and report their findings to authorities in liberal democratic states—cooperating, for example, with police in investigations of problematic criminal elements or with civil servants who aim to promote salutary public policies. Informers who report to repressive authorities may become exposed should that abusive regime fall. This is when transitional justice9—a society’s reckoning with past human rights abuses—enters the equation and informers tumble into accountability mechanisms. Some informers may report information to leaders of non-governmental organizations, emancipation movements, and armed groups. Others may report on such activities to the states against which these groups fight.10 Some informers may be deployed to secure political information; others may be used to obtain information about ordinary common crime. Some informers are repeat players, developing veritable careers in the information supply chain; others are one-time ad hoc denouncers who may exercise considerable initiative in coming forward with information.

II. Our Case Study

This book studies informers in the service of an authoritarian state, Czechoslovakia under Communist governance (1948–1989). In these years, the country was the common state of two national groups: the Czechs and the Slovaks. As with all other Communist states in Europe at the time,11 the secret police played a key role in mainstreaming repression. In Czechoslovakia, the secret police were called the Státní bezpečnost (StB) in Czech, and the Štátna bezpečnosť (ŠtB) in Slovak.

This book unwinds why people spoke to the StB. It situates itself in detailed research about StB informers in the Czech part of Communist Czechoslovakia. We construct informing as intimacy—secret relationships between informers and their handlers—and explore the human emotions that catalysed and fuelled these interactions.

Following the fall of Communism in the wake of the 1989 Velvet Revolution, and the accompanying shift to capitalist liberal democracy, informers were scornfully depicted as menaces and became broadly consumed political fodder ensnared by the moralizing currents of another state-driven enterprise, namely transitional justice. Our book reflects on how transitional justice approached these informers, initially in post-Communist Czechoslovakia, and—following the dissolution of Czechoslovakia into two separate nation-states on 1 January 1993—in the Czech Republic (also known as Czechia).12 We elect to use the name Czech Republic rather than Czechia. Both remain as official names pursuant to the United Nations, although Czechia as a short version (which became effective as of 17 May 2016) is now in wider circulation. We stick with the Czech Republic because for nearly three decades following Czechoslovak dissolution this was the country’s sole official name.

While highlighting individual agency and idiosyncrasy, this book constructs both informing and transitional justice as interactive social practices.

The social practice of informing in Communist Czechoslovakia cannot be disentangled from the reality that the Communist regime at times benefitted from considerable levels of popular support, although its legitimacy oscillated over the years and generally waned through time as public attitudes towards it soured. Hence, the social practice of informing links with the reality that, as Václav Havel—Czechoslovakia’s first post-Communist President—famously opined, ‘the line between victim and oppressor ran through each person’.13 The putative divides between state and society in Communist Czechoslovakia may be more apparent in revisionist hindsight than in the actual, lived moment.14 On this note, informing constitutes ‘evidence of the complexities of the relationship between state and society’.15 Accordingly, we are drawn to constructs of life in Communist Czechoslovakia that mobilize around the twin dialectical concepts of ‘participatory dictatorship’16 and the ‘engineering of human souls’.17 These two concepts pull and push, thereby vivifying the interplay between the bottom-up agency of the individual and the top-down grip of the state. These two concepts recur as lighthouses guiding us in our work.

In light of our interest in liminal characters and social interactivity, we focus on ‘everyday collaboration’18 and the stories of ‘ordinary people’.19 We are interested in micro-histories and small-scale tales, to wit, glimpses of the quotidian. This move also helps uncork the routine structures and patterns of informing so as to recognize informing as involving the energy of varied individual dispositions within a rigidly bureaucratized frame. We concur with certain Czech oral historians that, ‘[w]ithout integrating the lives of ordinary people, any twentieth-century Czech history will be fragmentary and incomplete’.20 Everyday informing could be deeply painful, implicating spouses exposing each other, parents denouncing children and children denouncing parents, as well as other forms of reporting from within families: we have come across all this poignancy in our research. We have also encountered the closeness of informer–StB officer relationships, at times bearing witness to intimacy, amiability, and trust. What is of note is that personal relationships between the informer and the informed-upons are intrinsic to the social practice of informing. Hence, betrayal—a sentiment that often proves awkward for transitional justice—festers once informers become revealed. Indeed, when an informer is unmasked, the agony of Villon’s deception—with which we open our book—may sear and scald: so much closeness, all that propinquity, in hindsight indeed was not ‘ever what it seemed’.

The social practice of transitional justice, for its part, cannot be cleaved from Czech post-Communist political imperatives. These imperatives have largely curried public perceptions—already predisposed to disdain informers—towards scapegoating them and even ostracizing them as inimical to liberal democracy. Hence, conversations about the StB and their informers remain fraught and taut. So it has been for decades. As we were putting the final touches on this manuscript in July 2023, Milan Kundera—the celebrated author of (among other works) The Unbearable Lightness of Being—passed away at the age of ninety-four. A Czech national and dissident who moved to France in 1975, Kundera triggered controversy even after his death because of allegations published by a Czech magazine in 2008 that, in 1950, he had informed to the StB on a young man who fled Czechoslovakia only allegedly to return as an undercover Western spy.21 Our book expands the discursive frame by unravelling what happened to everyday informers, not just a few high-profile media sensations such as Kundera, after Communism crumbled and was superseded by a liberal democratic successor.

The thorny and politicized nature of discourse about informers in the Czech Republic attests to the utility of a sensitive, ‘up close’, and granular analysis. This is what we hope to bring to the table. Indeed, we find StB informers to be a deeply heterogenous group evincing a motivational kaleidoscope: actively agentic and passively coerced, zealous and reticent, spiteful and kind. In the end, a disconnect arises between the knee-jerk viscerality of public responses to informers and the actual reality of informers as individuals.

This book is not a comparative analysis of informers among different nations, nor does it contrast informers as subjects of transitional justice modalities among different nations.22 While we do glance towards developments in other countries, these are illustrative and supplemental. At its core, our book is a case study of one state and one of its successor regimes. It therefore fits in area studies literature. We do, however, make findings and extrapolate claims from our research. While these nest in Communist Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic, we also believe that our findings convey broader theoretical currency. This book also gestures towards acts of informing generally, including in liberal democratic societies. We aim to offer a way of thinking about the informer—a lens, so to speak—that can be useful elsewhere.

In short, then, this book inquires why people spoke to and engaged with the StB. It thereby aims to contribute to the epistemology of informing by unwinding the aetiology of informing in Communist Czechoslovakia. It then critically reflects upon what Czech transitional justice did with informers once the ancien régime fell. Our principal data sources are the files in the StB archives. We moreover propose to approach StB-informer interactions through the innovative prism of emotions. We now explain, in turn, each of these moves in greater detail.

III. Secret Police Archives and File-Stories

This book is about stories. We rely on StB records to recount the stories of individual informers and surface the emotions that might have catalysed their informing. Our explorations therefore centre upon the ‘past’ as recorded and reproduced by the StB and as currently stored—digitally and in hard copy—in the Security Services Archive in the Czech Republic (Archiv bezpečnostních složek (ABS)).23 We rely solely on one sub-category of StB files archived in the ABS, the so-called secret collaborator files, which throughout this book we refer to as ‘the StB files’.24 These are the files that the StB compiled on (and about) citizens who supplied the StB with information and which, in turn, brim to the rim with all sorts of content.

The publicly accessible ABS was established in the Czech Republic in 2007 along with the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes (Ústav pro studium totalitních režimů (ÚSTR)). The guiding motto of the ÚSTR and ABS, set forth in the preamble of the enabling legislation, affirms: ‘Those who do not know their past are condemned to repeat it.’25 Anyone over the age of eighteen can obtain access to any existing archival materials, including personal and sensitive information, stemming from StB records created before 1 January 1990.26 In order to gain access to the files, individuals need to (i) register at the ABS by providing biographical information, (ii) affirm the purpose of their research, and (iii) present a valid identification card. Researchers also must sign a declaration that they are aware of their obligations in accessing the ABS and in dealing with sensitive or personal data. This registration is valid for one year and is renewable.

The ABS has two public reading rooms.27 One is in Prague. The other is in Brno, a smaller city to the east. The Prague office is located on the third floor of a former residential building tucked in a side street behind the National Theatre on the bank of the Vltava River. It is barely a five-minute walk from the former StB regional headquarters. Visitors enter to face a reception and a small study room furnished with two rows of rectangular tables flanked by simple chairs (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). Here, people can sit down and sift through StB files of their interest. The room is musty. It lacks air circulation. The StB files appear in manila folders stuffed with hand- and type-written sheets, at times taking the form of tissue paper. Many of these files contain hundreds, if not thousands, of pages. Some of the StB files also are made available digitally. Microfiche and microfilm records also exist.
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Figure 1.1 ABS reading room in Prague. Photograph taken by the authors (Prague, 2021).
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Figure 1.2 ABS corridor in Prague. Photograph taken by the authors (Prague, 2022).



Throughout four decades of Communist rule, the StB meticulously collected, recorded, and archived millions of pages. These files—now stored, catalogued, and sheltered at the ABS—offer a vibrant informational treasure trove of informer ‘file-stories’.28 These file-stories comprise the backbone of our book.

Crucial introductory questions arise. What is the epistemic value of the StB files? What are their truths and accuracies? What can these files tell us about the lives of individuals, along with their joys, worries, emotions, and motivations?

The StB files are outputs of a repressive securocratic apparatus whose overriding goal and modus operandi was to surveil the population and intimidate individuals. The StB’s official mission was to uphold the spirit of Marxism-Leninism and to fight ostensible enemies of the state (persons suspected of anti-Communist sympathies) both external and internal and, furthermore, to prevent leakage of state secrets. This focus contoured the information the StB sought and what the StB considered worthy of recording. The StB interpreted their national security mission very capaciously, however. The StB laboured to penetrate the most personal spheres of human lives and collect any and every piece of potentially compromising evidence. Information was the StB’s currency and gathering as much information as possible its raison d’être. Accordingly, the StB maintained a large stable of informers.

The StB’s relentless recording of information (and subsequent archiving thereof) served as a control mechanism over informers as the information contained therein could have been used at any time to pressure individuals. Many informers themselves were informed upon. The files also doubled as a conduit for StB officers to demonstrate their obedience, effectiveness, and commitment to the organizational cause. Therefore, the StB archives were primarily created for the purposes of a bureaucracy of repression. The StB archives concentrated power and might.

The power relationship between StB officers and ‘their’ informers was therefore unequal. Yet, within this imbalance, the StB files are also outputs of interactive human dialogue. They are records of repeated conversations between an informer and an StB officer about the informer’s own life and the lives of many others. The StB files document what StB officers asked, how informers replied, and the details of whatever StB officers recorded. This content reflects the exercise of some discretion, some choice, and some agency. We carefully approach agency in this frame and identify exercises of agency on the part of informers, including strategies and tactics such that there is much more, once again, to the informer–officer dyad that might be assumed or at first blush meets the eye. At alternating moments, the informer and the StB officer acted as listeners and speakers. The files diligently record in painstaking detail the daily lives of many individuals, their routines and departures from such routines, their words, and at times even their purported thoughts. Assuredly, in the StB archived files the officer-listeners adopt the authorial voice. The StB officer wrote the chronicle, thereby offering some latitude to transcend faithful stenography and advance ulterior goals.

Jacques Derrida traces the etymology of the word archive to recall that in Ancient Greece important documents were stored in the house of the archon, namely the ruler or chief magistrate.29 The word ‘archive’ derives from an ancient Greek verb stem arkh which means to be first in order. Derrida posits that ‘there is no political power without control of the archives’.30 As a result, ‘[a]rchives act as spaces for public formations’.31 Unsurprisingly, archival control became a central element in Czechoslovakia’s transition to a liberal democratic regime. Power over archives remains a key feature of post-Communist public policy throughout Europe.32 Indeed, ‘[i]f the truth of the past was contained in the gargantuan collections of Communism’s bureaucracies, then a project of equal size had to be constructed in order to contain it and turn it back against itself’.33

The extent to which this tremendous mass of ABS archived information can be seen as truthful or accurate has been disputed. The ‘truthiness’ of the StB files has been intensely debated within Czech scholarship, politics, and society.

For one camp occupied by some historians, former dissidents, politicians, and individuals who considered themselves to be unjustly accused of cooperation with the StB,34 the StB files are unreliable, no more than a ‘a cocktail of fact and falsification’,35 and ‘products of a criminal organization’ that are ‘full of lies’.36 According to this sceptical camp, any quest to locate definitive truth in the files is fruitless owing to the incompleteness of the archives, the criminal character of the StB, coercive investigatory practices, the perceived sketchiness of willing informers, and a sense that the files are tainted by chronic dissembling.37

Other observers have, however, rebutted or contextualized some of this scepticism. It has been contended, for example, that ‘StB officers were proper state officials, supervised by their superiors, by the inspection of the Ministry of the Interior, and by the military prosecution service, … and therefore there is a very weak, very low [possibility] that there would be any untruth’.38 Other researchers emphasize the need for sensitive analysis—confrontation, triangulation, and corroboration—when drawing inferences based on the StB files, while still acknowledging the significance and value of these files as historical sources.39

Moreover, despite their detail and density, the StB files do not (and cannot) say everything. Silences lurk within them. The file-stories are but partial life stories.40 Omissions abound.

The StB files, as currently archived in and made accessible by the ABS, are frequently incomplete in that the StB destroyed many documents within the files and kept only what they considered at the time to be instrumentally valuable.41 Many informers’ reports submitted to the StB were shredded through routine operations during the Communist years. All the files we have seen nonetheless contain at least some, and at times fairly extensive, administrative records of cooperation describing and evaluating a particular informer (including how the cooperation began and ended) and also reams of content that informers served up to StB officers (including investigation reports on targets and potential new informers). Hence, even though some of the materials, including informers’ reports, may have been destroyed, voluminous materials remain in the files with which we could work.

Additionally, immediately following the 1989 Velvet Revolution, the StB destroyed a large number of files—in particular those of active cases (ongoing operations) and documents considered sensitive—so that the new regime could not get hold of them. The precise extent to which illegal shredding or destruction of documents by the StB hurriedly occurred at the end of 1989 and the beginning of 1990 remains unconfirmed, but current estimates suggest that somewhere between 36 per cent and 44 per cent of informer files were destroyed.42 In this respect, as well, the StB files now stored in the ABS and open to the public are incomplete and not fully representative of the population of all informers.

Scholars Péter Apor and Sándor Horváth nonetheless affirm the overall scholarly pertinence of Communist secret police archives as contributing epistemologically to what is known about informing: ‘[T]he stories revealed by these archives can in fact be used to demonstrate … the everyday nature of collaboration, while also offering insights into how these regimes were able to survive for so long.’43 Apor and Horváth add that, ‘instead of examining the kinds of truths portrayed or revealed by the reports held in the secret police archives, we consider[] the kinds of social models and narrative modes on which the reports themselves were based’.44 They note that their research:

examine[s] the secret police archives not simply as storage sites of information, but also as agents in the production of knowledge and the construction of the recent past … The files in the secret police archives, if read as dialogues between citizens and the party state …, provide unusually intriguing insights . …45

We are firmly guided by Apor and Horváth’s viewpoint. For us, therefore, the microscopic accuracies (‘facts’) matter less than what can inductively and indicatively be traced through the archived files about how individuals approached the act and process of informing in Communist Czechoslovakia. In our view, the files are not to be dismissed as irrelevant, vapid, or corroded. They provide a colourful picture of the internal workings of a murky and powerful organization. They shed light on what information the StB considered salient. They reveal the hydraulics and pneumatics of the surveillance state and recount the rawness of discursive interactions between the secret police and the public. They illuminate how the StB constructed its space within Communist society. Furthermore, the archived files offer fascinating vignettes of life as lived in Czechoslovakia during the Cold War. These files are epistemologically useful companions to official oral history projects that have been conducted to capture individual life stories as narrated by former informers, Communist Party officials, political prisoners, and persecuted individuals.46 StB file-stories also are valuable companion sources to academic oral history projects that feature ordinary citizens’ unspooling what life was like in Communist Czechoslovakia and how thirty years later Czechs feel about that life.47 In our book, we accord considerable attention to both categories—official and academic—of oral history projects.

As researchers, while being aware of and sensitive to potential biases and distortions, we also remain committed to our position that the sources of information that we unpack add considerable value to theory, policy, and practice. As historian Anton de Baets claims, ‘even from the most distorted files enough truth can be squeezed to tell us something about … the cast of mind’.48 Alison Lewis similarly argues that East German Stasi files ‘offer unprecedented insights into the secret world of informers’ lives’.49 Lewis elaborates how these files



open a window onto the lives and minds of informers as well as victims we would not otherwise have. With their painful attention to details such as dates, places, addresses, and names, the files are rich sources of motivations, habitus, actions, and behaviors. They make it possible to track the changing motivation of informers and the personal impact of coercion on informants’ dispositions.50

Our perspective aligns with that of Lewis. For us, the StB files offer insights into the informer–officer relationship, why and how people spoke to the secret police, and what motivated them in these iterated interactions. Microscopic facticity of the files therefore matters less to us than what can be gleaned from the files about the cadence, rhythm, provenance, and dynamic dialogic drivers of the collaborative conversation, as well as the balance between dispositional idiosyncrasies and situational constraints. Even if the reported facts might be untrue, fabricated, exaggerated, or minimized, we remain steadfast in our conviction that the ways in which the StB related to their informers, and in which informers related to the StB, can be discerned from the files.

While the StB was not particularly prone to record the feelings of their informers, the compendious, meticulous, and diaristic nature of the files lends itself to a scholarly read that reveals currents and eddies of emotion and sentiment. This is a cutting-edge aspect of our project. Assuredly, our book does not aim to be representative of each and every informer who ended up working with the StB, nor all possible or conceivable factors that might have motivated their actions. This book is not an exercise in psychotherapy or psychoanalysis. Based on what is recorded in their StB files, we infer what might have motivated informers to interact with the StB and inquire what all this might mean for transitional justice.

Initially, we chose, read, and reviewed the files of approximately 100 different informers.51 We then mindfully selected twenty-three for extensive granular distillation. Each of these twenty-three files was read in toto by one of the authors and a research assistant—who are both native Czech speakers with proficiency in Slovak—and who summarized the contents (nearly all written in Czech, and on very rare occasion in Slovak) and then translated that summary from Czech to English.52 We then selected six informers whose file-stories we narratively present in Chapter 4 of this book. The file-stories of the other seventeen informers, however, are extensively referenced in this book—thereby forming part of the dataset—and are integrally included in an accessible online educational site paired with our book.53

We intentionally selected file-stories of informers active during different time periods throughout the Communist regime and embodying diverse personal backgrounds. We explicitly took the following variables into account in our case selection of the twenty-three informers: total length of time the informer cooperated with the StB (ranging from three to thirty-seven years); socio-economic status; occupation; gender; Communist Party membership (or lack thereof); family situation; foreign ties or family members abroad; professed reasons for recruitment; stipulated grounds for termination of the informer relationship; who or which groups the informer was tasked to target, if any; and whether the informer had previous entanglements with the law. Our selection was thus purposive. Our analysis also extensively draws from sources beyond the files we have distilled. We reference the contents of some files we had reviewed and ultimately decided not to select for detailed distillation. We also incorporate voluminous secondary sources, oral history projects, and informal discussions. We also weave in content from Czech fiction, literature, cinema, architecture, and museums.54

The StB files reflect patriarchy notwithstanding Communist visions of gender equality. Virtually all StB officers were men. Roughly 10 per cent of informers were women.55 Hence, informers were not representatively drawn from the population as a whole. In order to surface and give voice inclusively to the experiences of women informers, we have elected to slightly overrepresent the number of profiles of women informers in our database.56

Gendered language tends to suffuse bits and pieces of the files. This language is reductive—men or women—with no mention of identity beyond this binary. One frequent thread is the uncritical depiction of men as ‘womanizers’ and ‘enjoying young girls’ (including sex workers). Discussion of seemingly consensual extramarital affairs pervades the files in the case of both men and women informers, yet the files also reveal concern on the part of the StB officers about adulterous conduct. The files document instances in which StB officers counselled the informer, often gently, about working harder on their marriages. Homophobic references and slurs appear in the files as well. Discussions of alcoholism do not couch this as a disease but rather as a weakness or fault; threads of drunkenness and debauchery abound throughout the files. Insofar as we frequently cite directly from the archived files, gendered, sexist, and homophobic language on occasion is uploaded into the descriptive part of the book. We have decided to retain the original language of the files. On rare occasion, the files also reflect racist attitudes and anti-racist responses, notably when mention is made of immigrants arriving to Czechoslovakia from different Communist countries on various continents at that time. The files reveal criticism by StB officers of racist statements made by informers and dismissiveness towards the values of informers who made such statements.

In order not to inflict additional harm upon individuals, including mortification of family members, and to respect principles of ethical archival research,57 we have pseudonymized our text. We have, therefore, not used the real names of individual informers but rather have opted to use their cover names. Furthermore, we use only initials or first names of other persons appearing in the files and omit any other identifying information, such as exact places (eg addresses) or personal dates (including dates of birth or marriage), and hence in these instances anonymize (unless an informer came forward and publicly discussed their cooperation with the StB in an oral history project). It is important to note, however, that all the information that we have carefully distilled and either pseudonymized or anonymized is publicly accessible in full detail in the ABS. Hence, our goal is a personal and professional ethical sensibility, namely, not to additionally harm informers or their families and to attain the highest level of integrity in scholarly research. We are also mindful of the concerns we raise in Chapter 6 regarding the cruelties that can arise when secret police files are opened up as public goods—notably in an era of online access and social media. It is our hope that our work, by pushing back against the political tendency to scapegoat and ostracize informers, might help advance more sophisticated and inclusive transitional approaches to rectify the pain that informers simultaneously endure and cause for many others.

IV. (E)motions and Human Behaviour

One final icebreaker remains. What do we mean by emotion?

The word ‘emotion’ stems from the Latin movere, meaning ‘to move’.58 In the sixteenth century, the French word ‘émotion’ referred primarily to social movement, public disturbance, and agitation. Thus, émotion semantically captured sentiments and movements among people, not just the inner feelings of an individual. In English, the word ‘emotion’ has existed since the seventeenth century (originating from French). In a similar vein, it initially denoted a physical disturbance. Only in the early 1800s did the modern concept of emotion referring to inner feelings enter common parlance. Before then, such inner states were referred to variously as ‘appetites’, ‘passions’, ‘affections’, or ‘sentiments’.59

While we do not wish to rehash debates about the relationship between reason and emotion,60 a brief stage-setting discussion might be helpful. For starters, scholars still lack consensus with regard to defining and understanding emotions.61 For cognitivists, emotions root in judgment, perception, and thoughts: ‘[T]here is always cognition in emotion … [and] … cognitive appraisals … cause emotions to arise.’62 For non-cognitivists, emotions flow independently from our thoughts. In other words, emotions are taken as sensory experiences of the world and automatic body reflexes separate from reason. According to Brudholm and Lang, however:

[the] contrast between [the] cognitivist and non-cognitivist conceptions of emotion is overdrawn. Most of the time, [both] agree that emotions (or affects) are meaningful; that they represent something beyond themselves …, [they] affect our way of thinking and make us want to act in particular ways.63

In short, we adopt the following working definition:

Emotions are a set of evaluative and motivational processes, distributed throughout the brain, that assist us in appraising and reacting to stimuli and that are formed, interpreted, and communicated in social and cultural context … They are dynamic processes that are integral to decision making.64

We also see emotions as ‘a direct product of evolutionary biology’ that ‘enables humans to use them as tools which, combined with logic, can assist in identifying and resolving pressing problems’.65

Emotions colour how humans see and experience things, including other humans. Emotions guide how individuals act and react to situations and happenings around them. Emotions are ‘complex experiences of consciousness, bodily sensations and behaviour that reflect the personal significance of a thing, event, or a state of affairs’.66 They can serve as prompts for instrumental action.67 Emotions, despite being subjective, transcend the inner self and manifest themselves to the outside world, for instance, in facial expressions, mannerisms, and through words.68 They play ‘a key role in defining and regulating our relationships with others and, more generally, with the environment surrounding us’.69 Emotions thereby become (e)motions since they propel movement and action—motion—in terms of how people act. Indeed, according to phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty, emotions are ‘not psychic facts hidden at the bottom of another’s consciousness: they are types of behaviour or styles of conduct which are visible from the outside’.70 Anna Spain Bradley chimes in by unpacking how emotions contour exercises of human choice.71

Obviously, for the purposes of our book, we cannot peek into the minds of informers. We cannot ask them how or what they felt while informing.72 We cannot see and assess their facial expressions and gestures. We cannot hear their words. Instead, as researchers, we avail ourselves of the secret police files to gesture towards the emotions that might have driven informers to engage (and continue—or eschew and resist—engaging) with StB officers. Because of the authorial positionality of the StB files, all we can do is infer which emotions animated informers based on how StB officers represented them in the reports and on how others described them to the StB. We therefore surmise the consciousness of emotions in informing based on what could ‘be seen from the outside’, based on how informers ‘turned … toward the world, turned toward things’ in ‘a relation to the world’,73 as recorded by StB officers in the secret collaborator files.

In this respect, our book is impressionistic. We note that the StB did, on occasion, record the perceived emotions of its informers. Mostly, however, the StB did not. Hence, we read the StB files as texts of social performance and extract therefrom our perceptions of the emotions, sentiments, and motivations that catalysed and fuelled informing as a social practice. We thereby ‘locate [emotions] in actions, words, or situations’74 as chronicled on hand- and type-written pages in the StB files. What is more, how StB officers acted, or did not act, upon whatever information they recorded in the file also gestures towards their own emotional reactions.

To recap, then, our goal is to identify the emotions that drive and animate behaviour, specifically, informing and talking to the secret police. This book is about how to understand why informing happens. On this note, we posit the notion of (e)motions, namely, emotional movement that propels human action. We deploy this notion to help elucidate the social practice of informing and why some Czechoslovaks did it. Very little work has been undertaken in this space. As Muriel Blaive noted in 2022, ‘[t]o date, there is no Czech historical study of collaboration as a social practice under communism’.75 We hope to help redress this void. We read the file-stories in a way that pulls out recurrent motivations that we believe can be classed as (e)motional in nature. We present four in particular—fear, desire, resentment, and devotion—as catalysts and drivers of informing.

We aim to contribute to the aetiology of informing in Communist Czechoslovakia and, in turn, to the epistemology—namely, from where do we know what we think we know—of informing more generally. We propose an ‘emotionally intelligent’76 approach to conceptualize the dispositional, interactive, and situational dynamics that underpin why people spoke about others to the secret police. To be clear, we do not suggest that an emotions lens is the only or the best way to think about informing. We posit that it is a way—one that we believe has considerable potential to better ‘get’ informing by ‘getting closer’ to informers—and one that, to date, has been underdeveloped.

We accordingly endeavour to bring some measure of behavioural realism to why people spoke to and engaged with the StB.77 We underscore the salience of an ontological perspective in reckoning with human behaviour; in other words, to grasp human nature and then reflect upon how institutions can respond thereto.78 Emotions seem to be central to the entire collective dynamic of the industrialization and bureaucratization of informing in Communist Czechoslovakia. We conclude that, when it comes to informers in Communist Czechoslovakia, there is much more going on than displays of dutiful and loyal citizenship. Indeed, multiple emotions are in play at the same time and at different times among informers and within the same informer. We think this granularity, ferment, change, and messiness matter enormously. This is why we present six informer file-stories in Chapter 4 in a detailed narrative format, and why we include references to many other informers throughout the entire book. As we discuss in Chapter 6, transitional justice would do well to recognize the full panoply of diverse emotional motivations of informers and their handlers in all of their hues. Such recognition would augment the emotional quotient (EQ, so to speak) of transitional justice interventions.

V. Roadmap

Following from this introduction, this book continues with a pair of chapters that offer contextual background to situate readers who may not be well-versed in Czech and Czechoslovak history or political transition. These chapters also surface crucial dynamics.

Chapter 2 provides background on the history of the StB. This chapter focuses on StB officers as securocrats. It presents the formalities and steps in the creation and dissolution of cooperation agreements between informers and StB officers. Considerable details are proffered on the various categories of informers, methods of recruitment, and how the StB as an agency adapted to changing circumstances over time. This chapter also reassesses the post-Communist narrative of the putative dissonance between state and society in the Communist years.

Chapter 3 unveils the modalities of transitional justice that were pursued in Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic following the Velvet Revolution in 1989 that toppled the Communist state. This chapter acknowledges that, a generation later, the outcomes of transitional justice ‘are disappointing for many Czechs’.79 Transitional modalities included lustration, restitution, publication of lists of collaborators, archive opening, and memory institutes; despite investigations, very few criminal trials took place. Still, the transitional process proved rather retributive when it came to informers. Czech transitional justice cast informers as dangerous loyalists and stigmatized them instead of pursuing reconciliatory goals. Political expediency was key in this regard, notably, to bolster the legitimacy of the new regime.

Chapter 4 highlights ‘up close’ the file-stories of six informers: Věra, Vašek, Lily, Goldfus, Volný, and Soukup. These ‘high-resolution’ narratives demonstrate the complexities of the relationship between state and society in Communist Czechoslovakia. They reveal the social engineering effects of the state and the participatory role of individuals. Each file-story showcases the range of (e)motions that pulled informers towards and pushed informers away from the StB and illuminates how these sentiments changed and morphed over time. In the Czechoslovak context, this ‘high-resolution’ portrayal unsettles ‘assumptions of the homogeneity of secret collaborators that underpin the lustration and similar laws’.80

Chapter 5 offers a number of key observations about the social practice of informing in Communist Czechoslovakia that came to us from our ‘up close’ look at actual informers when triangulated with multiple secondary sources. For us, concepts such as intimacy, power, social navigation, and exchange shape the relationship between StB officers and ‘their’ informers. Informing blurs the line between the political and the personal. Many informers turned to the StB to leverage their private wants and actualize their immediate needs. This chapter examines the role of emotions as catalysing and then sustaining these interactional dimensions. Four emotions in particular stand out: fear, resentment, desire, and allegiance. We address each in detail. Chapter 5 invokes the file-stories to illustrate these emotions in the life-stories of informers, while also noting that StB officers, as well, expressed sentiments such as solicitude and disappointment over the course of their engagement with ‘their’ informers. The emotional drivers of the contact between StB officers and informers were not static. Certain cooperative relationships between informers and the StB—perhaps initially forged in fear—lasted for decades and over time became far more reciprocal and imbued with agency on the part of the informer. In the end, informers occupy liminal spaces between being victimized—often marginal, beset with personal struggles, private and health problems, vulnerable, woeful, and chronically surveilled—and being victimizers who betray and harm others, lord power over others, and inflict considerable pain on persons about whom they funnelled information to the StB.81

Chapter 6 begins with normative takeaways for transitional justice in the Czech Republic. Following the Velvet Revolution, informers were officially vilified as dangers to the new capitalist liberal democracy. They were thusly stylized in a distorted fashion, with little justification for such an assessment based on what they actually did during the Communist years or why they did it. Heterogeneity and individuality were therefore lost: a monochrome, rather than a mosaic, was spun. This scapegoating was comforting to many Czechs. Rather than reflexively accept this comfort, Chapter 6 instead interrogates it and unpacks its problematic aspects. This comfort, moreover, became tethered to the cruelties that inhere in Czech transitional justice’s opening of the StB files to the public in a largely unadulterated and at times lurid fashion. Chapter 6 then pivots from the Czech experience to the place of informers in transitional justice modalities generally. Urging circumspection in this regard, this chapter argues that the marginal and liminal place of informers offers an inflective moment to curb the increasingly retributivist tendencies that infuse transitional justice best practices. Encouraging transitional justice to embrace goals of rehabilitation, reconciliation, and reintegration in the case of everyday informers—rather than ostracism and rejection—Chapter 6 proposes a heuristic that could serve as a guidepost for transitional justice mechanisms in how to speak of and think about informers.82 The heuristic we suggest aims to promote goals of dignity.83 It aspires to make transitional justice more transformative.

Chapter 7 concludes by recapping and uncorking new areas for scholarly inquiry. This chapter examines motivational similarities between StB informers in repressive times and informers in so-called liberal states who assist police in ordinary criminal investigations and public authorities with regulatory compliance. This chapter introduces the concept of ‘just or unjust informing theory’ to ruminate upon public perceptions of individuals who help authorities in liberal states enforce laws by informing on individuals who break the law. This, then, returns the book full circle to the complexity of informing, the panoply of the various ‘kinds’ of informing, and the selectivity and conditionality of public derision.

VI. Conclusion

Our innovative work with the StB files, and our novel lens of (e)motions, diversifies extant scholarly work about why and how individuals spoke to the secret police, while also complexifying other representational narratives, including those proffered by transitional justice actors and successor state officials. We believe our book makes an important contribution to a number of disciplines beyond Czech area studies. One is perpetrator and victim studies, a second is social science research on political violence generally. Both of these fields of inquiry tend to skip over informers and the harms they cause. A third domain is historical scholarship (including memory and trauma research) in which analysis dealing with everyday collaboration also is limited. Another crucial area to which we believe we meaningfully contribute is transitional justice and accountability studies. We feel that our book on informers ‘up close’ would bring transitional justice ‘closer to’ informers and, hence, augment effectiveness in particular on the reconciliatory front. Finally, we maintain that our book can be of interest to archivists, museum curators, outreach staff at international courts and national accountability modalities, as well as specialists in recording and preserving memory. Insofar as we believe our book could additionally serve as a valuable teaching tool, we have—as mentioned earlier—created a companion website (https://www.nscr.nl/Informers-Up-Close) for such purposes.
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9The term is Ruti Teitel’s. Ruti G Teitel, Transitional Justice (OUP 2000).

10See eg the ‘tout’ in Northern Ireland: putatively committed to the Irish Republican Army cause, but then shovelling incriminating information directly to the British occupying authorities, ‘[t]he tout occupies an outsize place in the Irish imagination, as a folk devil—a paragon of treachery … [b]etween 1980 and 1994, no fewer than forty people were executed by the IRA on suspicion of being touts, their bodies dumped unceremoniously’. Patrick Radden Keefe, Say Nothing (Doubleday 2019) 244, 270.

11Throughout this book, we eschew the locator term ‘Eastern Europe’, though it emerges frequently in the work of others about Czechoslovakia, in particular in Cold War studies and, in those specific instances, we reproduce that term. We eschew the term because of its contested nature. See eg Miroslav Vanĕk and Pavel Mücke, Velvet Revolutions: An Oral History of Czech Society (OUP 2020) 70 (‘Throughout modern Czech history, there has been a long discussion about whether the geographical space of the country is part of Western or Eastern-Europe, or whether it belongs to the symbolic intermediate area of Central Europe.’); Muriel Blaive, ‘Milan Kundera and Me’ Britské listy (Prague, 22 July 2023) <https://blisty.cz/art/114383-milan-kundera-and-me.html> accessed 23 July 2023 (‘Central Europe was politically in the east, geographically in the center, and culturally in the west. Indeed … I have never used any other expression than “Central Europe” to describe East Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary.’) Czech novelist Jáchym Topol, through the voice of his fictional character Sara, touches this nerve:

I was searching for the East, Eastern Europe, but, you see, going to Eastern Europe means you never stop looking for it … Slovakia was Central Europe, not Eastern. … So, I travel all the way through Siberia, thousands of kilometers on the Trans-Siberian railway, and at the end station, in Vladivostok, I climb out, all broken-boned, and the locals there tell me, East, young lady, are you crazy? Why, this is the West, the honest-to-God end of the West . …

Jáchym Topol, The Devil’s Workshop (authored 2009, Alex Zucker tr, Portobello Books 2013) 41–43.

12Czechoslovakia split into two states, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. We do not discuss how transitional justice in Slovakia approached informers following Czechoslovak dissolution and the emergence of Slovakia as an independent state. Nor do we discuss the ŠtB’s activities in the Slovak region of Czechoslovakia. This is not to say that these are unimportant angles. Rather, it is just to say that our chosen case study is the Czech part of Communist Czechoslovakia and then the Czech Republic. This book is about the Czechs. Therefore, we primarily use the term ‘Czech’. If we use Czechoslovak, we mean the former Czechoslovak state, although within that state our focus is on the Czech part of that population.

13James Krapfl, ‘Building the Normalisation Panorama’ in Kevin McDermott and Matthew Stibbe (eds), Czechoslovakia and Eastern Europe in the Era of Normalisation 1969–1989 (Palgrave Macmillan 2022) 46 (citing Václav Havel). Tina Rosenberg, casting Communist regimes as ‘conspiracies of all society’, similarly notes:

Just as almost everyone was a victim of communism by virtue of living under it, almost everyone also participated in repression. Inside a communist regime, lines of complicity ran like veins and arteries inside the human body. Even the most natural responses of self-preservation were also, in a sense, acts of collaboration.

Tina Rosenberg, ‘Overcoming the Legacies of Dictatorship’ (1995) 74 Foreign Affairs 134, 138.

14Blaive, ‘Milan Kundera and Me’ (n 11), who assails the state-driven rewriting of the ‘history of Czechoslovak communism as a history of anticommunist heroism tamed by the Soviet domination’ and which accords outsize importance on outsiders and avoids the phenomenon of wide-ranging domestic collaboration.

15Péter Apor, Sándor Horváth, and James Mark, ‘Introduction: Collaboration, Cooperation, and Political Participation in the Communist Regimes’ in Péter Apor, Sándor Horváth, and James Mark (eds), Secret Agents and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe (Anthem Press 2017) 3 (also expressing disappointment that ‘little research … discuss[es] the complexities of state–society relations embedded in stories of collaboration’).

16The term is Mary Fulbrook’s from her analysis of East Germany. Mary Fulbrook, The People’s State: East German Society from Hitler to Honecker (Yale University Press 2005) (a ‘participatory dictatorship’ is a regime in which, despite unquestionable political constraints and repression, many people felt they were able to lead ‘perfectly normal lives’, assume significant functions in social movements and statal organizations, and be critical of (and extract things from) government while attesting to their socialist bona fides).

17The phrase is from Joseph Stalin, who applied it to writers: ‘There are various forms of production: artillery, automobiles, lorries. You also produce “commodities”, “works”, “products”. Such things are highly necessary. Engineering things. For people’s souls. You are engineers of human souls.’ Susan Ratcliffe (ed), Oxford Essential Quotations (6th ed, OUP 2018) (Joseph Stalin, ‘Speech to writers at home of Maxim Gorky’ (26 October 1932), 2023) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780191866692.001.0001/q-oro-ed6-00010383> accessed 15 September 2023. Exiled Czech author Josef Škvorecký thusly, and ironically, titled one of his novels. Josef Škvorecký, The Engineer of Human Souls (Picador 1986). We deploy ‘engineering of human souls’ in the sense of top-down state control over citizens: not just their actions, but their thoughts and spirits, whether in the Communist years or in the post-Communist years, thereby echoing the track of this and other of Škvorecký’s novels.

18Apor, Horváth, and Mark (eds), Secret Agents and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration in Communist Eastern Europe (n 15).

19We are influenced in this regard by Miroslav Vanĕk and Pavel Mücke, who centre their work in the need to study the history of ‘ordinary people’ rather than ‘great political moments and key players’; these scholars frame their book as centralizing ‘ordinary people’ instead of presenting them ‘merely as onlookers to the moves of major figures on the chessboard of politics and economics’. Vanĕk and Mücke, Velvet Revolutions (n 11) 1.

20ibid 2.

21Harrison Smith, ‘Milan Kundera, author of “The Unbearable Lightness of Being,” dies at 94’ Washington Post (Washington DC, 12 July 2023) <https://www.washingtonpost.com/obituaries/2023/07/12/milan-kundera-unbearable-ligtness-author-dead/> accessed 30 August 2023. Kundera virulently challenged the accusation. See also, during Kundera’s life, discussion by Roman David, Communists and Their Victims: The Quest for Justice in the Czech Republic (University of Pennsylvania Press 2018) 29–30; and Petr Třešňák and Adam Hradilek, ‘Milan Kundera’s Denunciation’ Respekt (Prague, 13 October 2008) <https://www.respekt.cz/respekt-in-english/milan-kundera-s-denunciation> accessed 23 July 2023.

22For excellent comparative work on these topics in post-Communist Europe, see Apor, Horváth, and Mark (eds), Secret Agents and the Memory of Everyday Collaboration (n 15); Cynthia M Horne, Building Trust and Democracy: Transitional Justice in Post-Communist Countries (OUP 2017); Lavinia Stan and Nadya Nedelsky (eds), Post-Communist Transitional Justice: Lessons from Twenty-Five Years of Experience (CUP 2015).

23For an overview, see generally Security Services Archive, ‘Home Page’ (Security Services Archive, 2023) <https://www.abscr.cz> accessed 30 August 2023. For the digital archive, Security Services Archive, ‘eBadatelna of the Security Services Archives, Prague, Czech Republic’ (Security Services Archive, 2023) <https://www.ebadatelna.cz> accessed 30 August 2023. For more information on the creation and opening of the ABS, Chapter 3, Section IV, ‘Revelations and Transparency’. Throughout the book we refer to the Security Services Archive through the acronym ABS, or the phrases ‘the StB archives’ or ‘the archives’.

24The StB also compiled other files for the purposes of criminal investigation, files on enemy individuals who were subject to StB surveillance, and files concerning certain areas of interest—including church, youth, state businesses, and dissident groups.
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