Sophia’s second letter

Dear Yarostan,

Your letter was cruel. You were obviously aware of that. It
doesn’t call for an answer. It’s the last word. Victims don’t
share their experiences with their executioners. That’s clear.
Why should they? Since you’ve defined me that way, ’'m sur-
prised your letter was so long! Why didn’t you communicate
exactly the same message by not answering me at all? Why did
you feel you owed an explanation to that type of person?

You can’t possibly imagine what a sad experience your sec-
ond letter was for me. If you can then you’re even crueller than
your letter. For countless years I dreamed of finding you, of
sharing a project with you once again, of telling you what I'd
experienced since I was with you, of comparing it with what
you experienced; if I failed to see you again I hoped I'd at least
reach you with one after another letter, each crossing at least
one of yours, each as long and full of detail as your last letter.
That dream was starting to come true; at least one of the long-
ings of my life was being fulfilled. But I never dreamed I'd get
a letter from you with that content, a letter which so cruelly
ended the correspondence when it had barely begun.

I can’t say I never dreamed of such a content. I did in fact
dream of it — in a nightmare. It was my greatest fear. It did pass
through my mind that the long separation and the different
experiences would create a wall between us, that we would no
longer have anything to say to each other, that we would be
merely polite, cold and strange to each other. But not even in a
nightmare did I dream that you’d ever see me as your enemy!
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This rebirth of communication is what stimulates me to
seek out my likes, not only among other former prisoners and
other workers, but everywhere in the world. I wrote you be-
cause [ wanted to explore the present, to probe its possibilities,
to move beyond the past. I didn’t write you in order to revive
the past and certainly not to celebrate the events which had
put an end to all communication, at least for me. It’s because
we were in the throes of the victory you now celebrate that
the letter you sent me twelve years ago couldn’t reach me. I
would have welcomed it then. That was another period of fer-
ment, a ferment that was immediately suppressed, a ferment
that created cracks in the walls but not for long enough to al-
low human messages to get through. That was also the moment
of my second arrest. Mirna tells me the police came looking for
that letter only a few hours after it came. By sheer coincidence
I didn’t come home from work on the day your letter came,
nor the following day nor any day after that for the next eight
years.

A few days ago I asked Mirna if she still remembered the
walks we took just before we were married. She remembered
the walks but not the talks. When I reminded her I had once
tried to warn her not to chain herself to a convicted saboteur,
a socially dangerous element, she asked furiously, “Were you
God? Did you know that cursed letter was going to come years
before it was even written?” Mirna holds that letter responsi-
ble for my second imprisonment. She still thinks it caused my
arrest. I've tried to explain to her that the arrival of the letter
on the day of my arrest was a pure coincidence, but she merely
tells me, “There are no coincidences.” That’s why she thought
the letter peculiar and attributed a strange power to it, and still
does today: she thinks your letter had the power to imprison
me for eight years.

Yarostan.
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The first thing it indicates is that so long as the repressive
apparatus had functioned, human beings had disappeared.
The human community had ceased to exist. There had only
been deaf and dumb aggregates of specialized instruments,
collections of Ninovos who related to each other by way of
the police.

The repressed are returning in a very literal sense as well.
I've heard rumors that released prisoners are starting to form
clubs, to communicate their experiences and expose their
significance. I want to take part in this activity but so far
Mirna has kept me from contacting these groups. She doesn’t
believe that what we’re experiencing today will last and she’s
convinced my contact with other former prisoners will only
shorten the duration of my release.

I'd like to believe that Mirna’s apprehension is exaggerated,
that her fears have no basis in present reality, but I can’t keep
myself from hearing what she hears. The situation is still un-
clear, the newborn communication still contains some old and
sinister sounds. The politicians still use the language and the
imagery of the torn tapestries. The fawning priests who run the
press still preach about the omniscience of their gods and jus-
tify the wisdom and goodness of their past, present or future
patrons. But an altogether different type of communication is
gradually drowning out these sounds from the past. It is a com-
munication among likes, a communication about themselves,
their lives and possibilities. It is a communication I first expe-
rienced on the barricades of the resistance twenty-three years
ago, a communication whose significance I learned only when
Luisa told me about the barricades of the revolution she had
experienced. Such communication has so far existed only in
situations of crisis, on barricades, in the face of almost certain
death. Yet even if it has so far existed nowhere else, it revealed
itself there as a permanent human possibility, and it’s this pos-
sibility that is being grasped by those around me today.
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own lives. Even children who had never known any language
other than the language on the signs and students who had
experienced life only as it was depicted on the tapestries began
tearing down signs and communicating about the prison walls.
They had to invent words with which to talk about themselves
and their real surroundings.

It’s only because the significance of the event you glorify is
finally being exposed that I'm able to write you now. If these
events weren’t taking place my letter probably wouldn’t even
reach you and I might not even be here. In my first letter I told
you about a demonstration in which Yara participated at her
school. In slightly different circumstances that demonstration
could have led to my third and surely last imprisonment. My
neighbor Mr. Ninovo, the self-repressed bar cleaner who ex-
presses himself only in the language of the signs, learned about
the demonstration and about Yara’s role in it. He promptly re-
ported me to the police. In other circumstances I would have
been re-arrested, accused of instigating dangerous anti-social
activity and jailed. I could hardly believe what happened in-
stead. An official came to the house. He was extremely polite
and he apologized for his visit. He told us Mr. Ninovo had re-
ported me and then he proceeded to warn us to beware of our
neighbor, telling us Mr. Ninovo was a spiteful, envious and
dangerous man. (Of course in other circumstances there would
have been no demonstration at Yara’s school and Mr. Ninovo
wouldn’t have reported me for instigating it.) We’ve been look-
ing for Mr. Ninovo but he apparently hasn’t been coming home
to sleep. There have been two more demonstrations at Yara’s
school since them.

An unbelievable metamorphosis has been taking place.
With the exception of the Ninovos (who unfortunately aren’t
rare), predictable machines are turning into human beings,
specialized instruments are turning into living creatures with
unlimited possibilities. The emergence of so many human
beings out of the shells, the husks and the cages is stupefying.
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spiracy lost faith in the senile warden and told the remaining
administrators they were about to be arrested. The administra-
tors promptly replaced the warden and blocked the conspiracy.
The plotters were routed. One of them, the second or third high-
est official in the prison, ran off to sell himself to the prison ad-
ministrators of what he had until then called the enemy camp.
The administrative shuffle ended; it had been fairly routine.
Such changes had taken place before, and even the con-
spiracy was nothing out of the ordinary. Such events didn’t
normally create ripples among the inmates, if for no other
reason than because the prison population was told nothing
about them. But this time something else happened. The
nearly-arrested administrators discovered that all the prison
guards had been involved in the conspiracy. To protect
themselves, they suspended the activity of the guards. They
couldn’t possibly have known what they were doing. Maybe
they had no choice. By suspending the guards they removed
the glue that held the whole system together and it all started
to fall apart. People started to pull at the tapestries, to tear
them, to point to the walls behind them. “This is what we’ve
been building, and this is all we’ve been building,” someone
shouted. And when that person wasn’t shot or even locked
up others started shouting and tearing down the signs. And
nothing happened to any of them. People who had been silent
for twenty years suddenly started to speak. Many were unable
to find words. For two decades they had only spoken about
the people and activities depicted on the tapestries. Suddenly
people started talking about themselves and their own real
activities, about jailers and prison walls, about their sacrificed
lives and about the tortures. Many failed to understand. Yet
still nothing happened to those who tore at the signs and
spoke about the walls. Gradually those who had forgotten how
to refer to themselves or their own activity began to remember
or learn the words, and those who had thought their lives
were described by the tapestries learned to experience their
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Yarostan’s first letter

Dear Sophia,

Forgive me for addressing you familiarly, as a friend; I have
no way of knowing if you’re still the person I once knew. I can’t
remember the sound of your voice, the shape of your face or
the feel of your hand. I vaguely remember admiring the energy
and intelligence in someone so young, but I regret that you
didn’t leave a lasting mark, you didn’t become my guide in my
journey through hell.

I wouldn’t even remember your name if you hadn’t written
me twelve years ago. My wife Mirna memorized the name and
address on the envelope because she attributed a strange power
to your letter. Unfortunately I never saw that letter and never
learned its contents.

Part of my reason for writing you now is that the activities
of our omnipotent and omniscient police have been blocked.
Letters aren’t being read by the eagle-eyed censors and letter-
writers aren’t being escorted out of their homes by middle-of-
the-night visitors. So I'm told. I want to believe it. Rebellious
words and even gestures are becoming frequent and I haven’t
seen or heard of the arrest of the rebels. Something is changing
in this city, in the entire land; I don’t know if the change is
permanent.

This change is reviving my interest in my surroundings, in
my fellow beings, in myself, in you. If there is no change, if this
is another illusion, if I'm not writing to Sophia but to a benev-
olent protector of the people’s real interests, a censor, then I'd
rather be back in prison than “free.” There’s no joy in such free-



dom. Such a life is filled with dread and the only ones free
of that dread are those already in prison. If the change taking
place around me is an illusion or a trap, then I no longer care if
I’'m arrested again. Even in solitary confinement a prisoner tor-
tured by dampness and rats is comforted by the thought that
others survived it, that they weren’t crushed by moving walls
or descending ceilings. But the policed “free citizen” can’t ever
get rid of the fear that he may be dragged off at any time, wher-
ever he is, whoever he’s with; that all his friendships and all his
projects can suddenly end; that the front door of his house can
crash open at midnight; that the ceiling of his bedroom might
start descending on him while he’s asleep. In a context where
any word or gesture can lead to the dreaded arrest there’s no
freedom. In such a context, beings vibrant with the will to live
are transformed into beings for whom death is no worse than a
life marked by the dread of death. The prisons and camps don’t
contain only those inside them but also those outside them.
All human beings are transformed into prisoners and prison
guards.

I don’t put the blame on prison guards. They’re only work-
ers. They’re not inanimate things, cement walls that can nei-
ther see nor hear nor think. Most of them didn’t choose their
jobs; they ended up there because they thought they had no
other choice. I’'ve spent a total of twelve years inside walls,
behind bars and fences, and I've never met a prison guard in
whom I saw no trace of myself. I never met a guard who had
dreamed that patrolling a convict yard would be the daily con-
tent of his life. Very few of those I’ve met admitted to never
having dreamed, never having imagined themselves proud of
projects undertaken with one or several genuine friends. Was
our point of departure the same, and were we at some point in-
terchangeable? How much has each of us contributed to what
each has undergone? If a guard ever dreamed, was it of prisons
and camps that he dreamed, and was he my jailer-to-be already
then?

The people of this city are suddenly realizing they’ve been
building those walls: high and low walls, outer and inner walls,
yet more walls within the inner walls; they’ve been building
the walls that imprison them. Perhaps they’re not realizing this
only now; perhaps they were aware of it all along. But their
awareness didn’t affect their activity. They acted as if they were
unaware of the walls. It was as if huge signs, massive colorful
tapestries, had been hung in front of the walls. The signs de-
picted free human beings engaged in common projects, work-
ing people engaged in creating their own history. You and I
helped to paint those signs. If people realized there were walls
behind the signs they couldn’t refer to the walls without being
arrested; if they knew their activity wasn’t the activity depicted
on the signs but the activity of constructing and reinforcing
the walls behind the signs, they had to keep this knowledge to
themselves. The only activity they could refer to and commu-
nicate about was the activity on the signs. People saw open,
vast, unlimited fields while they accommodated themselves to
cramped prison cells. All of a sudden those tapestries are be-
ing torn down and the walls behind them are being attacked.
It’s all happening because of a quirk in the prison machinery,
a mistake on the part of a prison warden. A few weeks before
I wrote you my first letter, one of the normal changes of the
prison guard took place. This particular change was slightly
less routine than the daily changes because it was accompa-
nied by a less frequent, though still periodic, replacement of
the head warden by his understudy. Due to the fact that the
prison administrators had been careless and had neglected to
replace the warden many years earlier, this warden had gotten
used to his job and had grown senile in his office. When the
time came for him to leave his office, he refused. Instead, he
and the head prison guards, who had remained faithful to him,
hatched a plot: they were going to lock up all the other mem-
bers of the prison administration in order to keep him in his
office. But one of the guards who was to take part in the con-
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best friend, and the house must have started to seem crowded
to him: crowded with strangers.

Toward the end of the first year Vesna was born. This
unlucky, unhappy child was born into something like a pit
surrounded by the unscalable walls you described so vividly
in your letter. It wasn’t Mirna I should have worried about,
but Vesna. The baby girl born late that fall hadn’t asked to be
brought to this world, she hadn’t asked to be born into the
cage from which she was never to emerge. We had neglected
this topic in our discussions at Luisa’s: birth. By what right do
we drag a helpless infant into a world we’ve left unchanged,
by what right do we force another human being to breathe an
air that’s suffocating us, by what right do we leave a little girl
scratching her fingernails until her hands bleed in a pathetic
attempt to scale a wall we could neither climb nor destroy?

I can’t read Luisa’s or your description of our significant
experience without remembering the significance of that expe-
rience. I can’t forget the significance it had for the old peasant,
for his wife, for Jan and Vesna, for Mirna, for me and others like
me. How can you remind me of the dreams we shared and the
possibilities we anticipated while you glorify the event which
deformed the dreams and destroyed the possibilities? How can
you point to everything that died in that event, tell me it was
born then and ask me to celebrate the birth?

I’'m able to write you now only because, after twenty years,
the significance of our experience is at last being exposed. I
can reach you now only because those impenetrable walls have
started to crack. It’s not so much because of the efforts of my
contemporaries, my likes, that the walls are crumbling, and cer-
tainly not because of my efforts. They’re coming down more
or less on their own. The city is waking up from a twenty-year
long death-like sleep. Corpse-like husks with shrivelled capac-
ities, dried up imaginations and used up lives are beginning
to exhibit new gleams in their eyes and new energies in their
limbs.

70

I can’t say I failed to write you sooner because there were
censors. I could have found ways to reach you without sending
a letter through their hands. I could also have devised simple
ways to camouflage the letter’s origin, destination and content
and sent it gliding unseen past the censor’s omniscient gaze.

It’s now three years since my release. During the first two
years I wasn’t able to remain in one place long enough to write
a letter. This is apparently an illness that affects many individ-
uals released after a long imprisonment. When the day of my
release was so distant that I thought I wouldn’t live to experi-
ence it, I was able to formulate clear and distinct ideas ordered
with an impeccable logic. In conversations with inmates and in
my imagination I composed one after another book unveiling
the inverted practice that seized a field intended for a garden
and built a concentration camp. I thought all I needed was a
table in a small room, a pen and paper and an occasional meal;
I thought the ideas would flow by themselves.

When I'd been home for only half an hour after my re-
lease I rushed out of the house and spent the remainder of the
day walking aimlessly. It wasn’t because I wanted to see what
had changed during my eight-year absence. I avoided study-
ing the changes and gazed at the pavement. I was too famil-
iar with the spirit in which those changes were created. Nor
did I want to see or communicate with people who weren’t
convicts. They were altogether unfamiliar to me, almost a dif-
ferent type of creature, and I avoided them. I longed for the
comrades I had left inside. We had shared insights and hard-
ships, we had shared a common world, a common enemy and
common hopes. I could no longer imagine myself becoming a
self-policed imbecile who voluntarily put an end to his sleep
so as to voluntarily reach a workshop at eight in the morning
only to spend the day voluntarily turning out the number of
parts which planners and managers had assigned to “his” ma-
chine. In prison such idiocy had only characterized newcomers;
if they weren’t quickly cured by fellow convicts, they became



tools of the prison administration or else their stupidity was
so abused by sadistic guards that they went insane or died of
overwork.

For two years after my release I was unable to express my-
self in any form. I was “disoriented” and needed time to “adjust
to freedom.” T had grown used to the routine, the meals, the jobs,
the guards; I had become attached to my comrades, to our con-
versations and arguments, to our imaginary common projects
and breathtaking escapes. I missed all that. I was an exile, an
alien among people whose activity I found incomprehensible,
whose language I could neither speak nor understand, whose
sympathy and communication I rejected because they seemed
condescending and hypocritical. Of course I understood then
as I do now that factories are prisons, foremen are not unlike
prison guards, and the threat of firing or eviction causes as
much terror as the threat of solitary confinement or deporta-
tion. But during those two years I concentrated on the differ-
ences between the two situations. The prisoners I had known
had repressed words and gestures in the face of a rifle, but had
regained their humanity when the repressive force withdrew.
Among the outsiders I became aware of an altogether different
type of repression: self-repression. My next-door neighbor, a
Mr. Ninovo, is a cleaning man in a bar. The first time I ran into
him I smiled and said “good evening” When he failed to re-
spond to my greeting I apologized and said, “The evening obvi-
ously can’t be good for someone who is about to spend it clean-
ing up after drunken bureaucrats” He responded by shouting,
“You people are trouble-makers! They should never have let
you out!” I had an urge to slap him, the same urge I'd felt in
prison toward an informer. But I turned my back to him and
walked away. According to Mirna, Mr. Ninovo likes his job, ad-
mires the president and is proud of “his” country. He enjoys
listening to official propaganda on the radio. He has spent his
life cleaning up the dirt of the bar’s customers and he’s satisfied
with himself. I never met anyone like him in prison.

meaning at all, we would soon be rid of the institution and
Mirna and I could choose or reject each other freely.

In spite of my doubts those were the happiest moments of
my life. As the day drew nearer, Mirna beamed constantly. On
our evening walks she threw her arms around children and
old people, she danced with perfect strangers in the street. I
talked less about the possibility of my arrest and more about
the possibilities of our lives together. I talked about the day
when all the working people of the city would embrace each
other and dance in the street.

The ceremony was archaic, patriarchal and authoritarian. I
experienced it as beautiful. Mirna seemed like a feather float-
ing through air. She didn’t make the slightest effort to hide a
happiness that was as clear as a cloudless sky. She literally flit-
ted from one person to the next, infecting them all with her
unrestrained joy. I had been walking on clouds from the mo-
ment I had gotten up; for me the event was a dream. I was in
a stupor, as unconscious as if I hadn’t woken up. at all. I don’t
think I spoke a single coherent word all day long. All I did was
laugh.

We didn’t stop loving each other the day after the ceremony
or later. There were times when I cursed the marriage because
of the torture and misery it had carried in its train, but I never
regretted it. Mirna embraced the happy moments — and there
were many but they all flew past us during the first few months
— with undisguised joy, and she accepted the tragedies with
silent resignation, though never with her mother’s absolute,
unquestioning resignation.

I drove a bus for a year, during which time Mirna and I
lived with her parents. Jan moved out soon after we were mar-
ried. He explained that he didn’t enjoy travelling across the
entire city twice a day. That was undoubtedly part of his rea-
son for moving out. He had probably also come to feel like a
stranger to our happiness. He had lost his sister as well as his
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There was no longer anything she or I could do about it — if we
were decent. Her brother’s friend, the intelligent and sensitive
young man who had experienced torture and imprisonment,
was obviously decent. Such a person couldn’t possibly humil-
iate her, stain her for life, make her the laughing stock of the
village by running out before the marriage. My talk didn’t even
suggest such a possibility. Such things did happen. Brides who
were coerced to marry a person they hated, bridegrooms who
were afraid to face the world, sometimes ran away lust before
the ceremony. But clearly neither of us had reason to run away.
We loved each other and I wasn’t able to communicate my mis-
givings. Should I have run away? Where was I to go? Back to
prison? Should I have sacrificed my own life so as to avoid ru-
ining hers? And if I did. could I be sure the humiliation would
be less severe to her than the marriage? Could I be sure she
wouldn’t torture or maim herself because I had “run out” on
her, leaving her the “laughing stock of the village”?

I spoke to her parents as well. But that was like talking to
stones. Her father “knew” that I'd “go far” And her mother
heard nothing at all. At first I thought I could reach the old
woman: she had disliked me since the day I had arrived and
she seemed to foresee a catastrophic fall where her husband
foresaw a steep and unlimited ascent. But the coming catastro-
phe might as well have taken place already. In her view we
couldn’t avoid our future any more than our past; all we could
do was to resign ourselves to what was to come. My jabbering
was mere noise, since to her I could no more undo what was to
come than I could undo my arrival at their house.

Jan was the only one who heard me, but he didn’t help. My
arguments and my doubts angered him. He accused me of de-
stroying the basis of all friendship and all solidarity. He argued
that anyone might die of an illness the day after forming a rela-
tionship with another person and that was no reason to avoid
forming such relations. As for the institutionalization of the
relationship, Jan argued that if our lives were to acquire any
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I was driven to despair by the thought that Mr. Ninovo was
not the exception but the rule. It seemed to me that the last hu-
man beings were dying in prisons and camps and would leave
no heirs, while a horrible mutation of the species was taking
place outside. I thought of committing suicide, or of finding a
way to return to my prison cell so as to live out my days among
comrades and die among human beings.

But visions of horror are inverse Utopias. Recently my ten-
year old daughter Yara put an end to my stupor, my “disorienta-
tion” My condition began to improve the moment she entered
the house. Her manner exuded the pride of a discoverer at the
moment of completing a quest. The unqualified and unashamed
happiness radiated by her face was an expression I hadn’t seen
in years. On Yara’s chest was pinned a sheet of paper with the
words, “Give us back our teacher!”

“What happened to your teacher?” I asked.

“They told us he had disappeared. But my girlfriend Julia
wrote a sign that said, ‘People can’t disappear; something hap-
pens to them!””

“What happens to them?” I asked.

“The same thing that happened to you. He was arrested.”

“How many took part in this protest?”

“All the kids in school,” Yara answered enthusiastically. “Ev-
eryone whispered about it all morning and after lunch every-
one went to the school yard. Not a single student went back to
class”

“How did all this get started?” I asked. “Were the other
teachers upset when he was fired?”

“The other teachers all seemed glad he’d disappeared,” Yara
told me. “Yesterday I and three others in my class made some
signs and this morning we told other kids we were going to
wear them in the school yard. We told them not to let any of
the teachers know. I loved him. I cried when he was replaced
by another teacher who wouldn’t tell us when he’d come back
and told us he’d disappeared. Lots of kids loved him, and if we



hadn’t started making signs, other kids would have, because
the schoolyard was full of signs.”

“But where did you and your friends learn how to do this
sort of thing?”

“You mean demonstrations? We’re always being told about
thousands of workers marching down the street carrying big
signs. If they can do it, why can’t we?”

“So you all gathered in the schoolyard —”

“It was full of kids with signs. We stood quietly for a long
time. Many kids were scared. Someone started to whisper that
we would all be arrested. One of the teachers came out and
stood with us. A boy standing next to her hugged her and burst
out crying. We knew we had won. Other teachers joined us.
Finally the principal came out. He said our teacher had been
called away by mistake and that he’d be back next week. Ev-
eryone knew he was lying about it being a mistake. But no one
cared. Kids started screeching, wrestling, hugging each other
and hugging their teachers. Some kids even ran up to the prin-
cipal and threw their arms around him.

“Do you know why your teacher had been arrested?”

“Sure. He wants us to think on our own and they don't,
that’s why. He always told us the explanations in our books
weren’t the only explanations, that many things have lots of
different explanations and we have to choose the one we like
best”

Words are too poor to convey what I felt when Yara de-
scribed her “protest” I was “cured.” In one sudden leap I had
rejoined the living. My species had not, after all, undergone a
mutation — at least not a permanent one. Such an event would
require a far greater catastrophe than the rule of an organiza-
tion of prison officials. “People can’t disappear.” How right she
is! Wherever there are people there’s negation, rebellion, in-
surrection. When twenty-year olds repress and mutilate their
humanity, the repressed humanity reappears intact among ten-
year olds. I threw my arms around Yara and she danced me
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I also argued with Mirna about marriage. I had not learned
to consider marriage “the most natural relation in the world”;
I had not convinced myself that “people never lived outside
this category.” I agree with everything you say in this part of
your letter, and I admire the way all of you have refused to
compromise with this institution. But you provoke me to ask a
question. Since you are also opposed to wage labor, have you
refused to compromise with this institution? If so, how have
you supported yourselves?

Mirna and I took long walks in that village-like neighbor-
hood. Only then did everyone for miles around know that
Mirna and Miran were not twins. I tried to explain to her that
the proposed marriage was an absurdity, a mistake, possibly
even a crime. Sooner or later I would be arrested again. My
term would probably be much longer since I would be a
repeated offender. We would both be old when I returned, if
I returned at all. I doubted that I could live through a longer
term. If I died she would as likely as not think I was still alive
somewhere in that underworld of the living dead. Informing
relatives about such details was not one of the priorities of our
record-breaking control industry. Her archaic, monogamous
and patriarchal peasant neighbors would not allow her to
divorce me if it was thought I was still alive. She would be
chained to a buried corpse. The marriage would rob her of her
young life. She wouldn’t merely be bound for life to a person
she might cease to love on the day after the ceremony. That
possibility was at the core of every marriage. There was the
additional possibility that I would be arrested the day after the
marriage. The fifteen-year old girl would be bound for life to a
person she might never see again.

Mirna listened to me the same way her father did. She heard
nothing. Her energy, her passion and her joyful anticipation
did not diminish for an instant. The marriage was simply a
date on the calendar, a coming holiday that was one day closer
with every sunrise. It was as unavoidable as the passage of time.
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the most important monuments shaped out of the excrement:
officials, politicians and police, as they drove by me in their
glossy cars. This was the victory into which our significant ex-
perience was shaped. And you tell me: “I knew exactly what
part I was playing in the creation of our common world.” Did
you really? And are you proud, twenty years later, that you
helped create this world?

My enthusiasm diminished the day after I experienced such
joy at having rejoined this world, and it was all gone by the
time I had driven the bus for a week. My interest in life re-
turned. I had left prison with an intense desire to express my-
self, to communicate with others, to explore the possible and
project the impossible. This desire returned as soon as I was
“almost back on my feet” and had started “running again,” as
Jan had put it. I regained the posture you remember: my “mili-
tant” posture. My hosts became my audience, my potential in-
surgents, my revolutionary community. I began arguing with
the old driver about the significance of driving a bus in a soci-
ety consisting of enterprises and wage workers. I argued about
the significance of kinship relations in a society of buyers and
sellers. And when he didn’t respond, I argued about the dan-
gers of housing two saboteurs, two elements who threatened
the present and future well-being of the working class.

The old peasant heard nothing, but he learned that his fu-
ture “son-in-law” was an agitator. And his response to this
discovery was identical to that of the old worker in the car-
ton plant. “You won’t be driving a bus for long,” Sedlak said.
“They’ve got other jobs for you up there” He was proud of
his future relative. Sedlak was a shrewd and calculating man. I
knew that for once he was miscalculating but I couldn’t have
known at the time how badly he was miscalculating me, my
prospects, and the situation he would find himself in because of
me. His wife’s expectations were far more modest, her guesses
were based on more solid realities. She merely shook her head
whenever I spoke and she said absolutely nothing.
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around the room. “Father, would you teach me different ex-
planations of things so I can choose the ones I like best?” she
asked.

Mirna burst out crying. She had stood speechless in the cor-
ner of the room during the entire scene. I had wrongly inter-
preted her silence as hostility toward the girl’s rebellious act.
Mirna ran to embrace Yara, rested her head on the girl’s shoul-
der and sobbed.

“Don’t be sad, mommy.”

Mirna whispered, “I'm not sad. 'm happy for both of you.”

I can’t convey to you what this meant to me. Mirna too
emerged unscathed. All those long years of repressed humanity
were overturned with a simple gesture and a few words.

That day I regained my desire to express myself. I have an
urge to write everything down. Yet I can’t imagine who you
are now, what you're thinking, what you’ve done, if you're
married and have children, or even if you’re alive and well. I
have no right to bore you with an interminable letter which
you might regard as an unwanted intervention by a complete
stranger. You did send me a letter once, but not having seen
it I can’t assume it contained anything more than a delayed
Christmas greeting. But you did write something, you did ini-
tiate some sort of correspondence, and I'm trying to write you
an answer and to explain why I couldn’t write sooner. I want to
tell you about myself and I long to learn about you. My daugh-
ter’s brave act renewed my interest in living and intensified
my curiosity. Since that day I've learned that Yara’s demon-
stration was neither exceptional nor original. Protests against
dismissals and arrests of teachers have recently become fre-
quent events in the schools. And the protests aren’t limited to
students. Full-fledged strikes complete with strike committees,
bulletins and support groups are taking place in some large
factories. Until recently everyone knew about these events yet
everyone denied them. Officially they weren’t taking place. Ev-
eryday language — a language impoverished by official lies —
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had for twenty years ceased to be an instrument for commu-
nicating about real events. When I first returned from prison
Mirna was afraid I would exert a demonic influence on Yara.
She warned the child daily: “Don’t start anything; don’t get
into trouble” Trouble could only lead to imprisonment. But
Yara began to experience “trouble” as something positive: trou-
ble meant protests, demonstrations and strikes, it meant indi-
vidual and collective acts of defiance. Trouble referred to the
heroic deeds of individuals and groups praised in her school-
books. I was unaware of Yara’s growing defiance until the day
of her demonstration, just as I failed to notice the grumbling in
the shops and on the streets, the facial expressions in the trams
and busses, the defiant gestures in bars, the slogans in toilets,
the shouts in the night.

Yara helped me begin to see and hear the return of the re-
pressed, and now I yearn to see yet further and hear yet more.
I started this letter several weeks ago but convinced myself it
would never reach you and abandoned it twice. My curiosity
defeated my doubts. I long to know why you wrote me and
what you said to me twelve years ago. I long to know who you
are, what you’ve done, with whom, why. For months after my
release I wanted to escape from this city and return to the fi-
nite world enclosed by prison walls. Now I find the city itself
an enclosure and I’'m reaching out to you to help me see and
feel a larger world, if only through a letter.

If your only connection with the Sophia I once knew is your
name, then please let me ask you to do a small favor for a fel-
low human being who has not fared well in this bizarre world:
please let me know that you received this letter. I can’t hide the
impatience with which I wait for your answer.

Yarostan.
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to its purchaser. The transaction was unusual because the sell-
ers had to accompany the items they sold: they couldn’t stay
home while the buyer walked away with their time. As a result
the bus looked like it was transporting people, but the people
were merely accompanying their merchandise. It wasn’t the
people who were delivered every morning but only the mer-
chandise. The afternoon passengers, generally relatives of the
same workers, took the bus to shops; they bought back, not
the living energy sold by the workers, but some of the objects
which had consumed the energy. They spent the wage. When it
was spent, the bus again delivered merchandise, this time tan-
gible merchandise, material objects, things — the things into
which the workers had poured their lives. In the evening the
outer husks of the workers returned home. The specific con-
tent of each had dissolved into that homogeneous substance
they had sold for a wage, it had dripped out of them during the
day like liquid excrement. This excrement was the merchan-
dise the bus had delivered in the morning. It was carried in
the hands, arms, legs and eyes of the passengers. Potential en-
ergy had been transformed into a substance that could be dis-
charged from the body and sold. Since the workers couldn’t
separate themselves from the item they had sold, the transac-
tion was not completed until the item was consumed. In the
evening they returned home to refill their empty shells, to re-
generate the energy, only to let it flow out again during eight
hours of diarrhea the following day. It was my useful function
to be a middleman in this transaction, to circulate the excre-
ment among its consumers. And as I circulated it I studied the
objects into which this liquid energy had flowed, the monu-
ments into which it had been molded. I drove past these prod-
ucts of human labor every day: the cramped living quarters
in which the consumed energy was nightly regenerated, the
forbidding structures inside which the allocation of the excre-
ment and the speed of its discharge were daily determined. I
also studied the most sophisticated products of human labor,
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with warm, sociable human beings who welcomed me as one of
their own, with peasants who had never quite been urbanized,;
I was with people who were more human than my contempo-
raries precisely because they had been left behind, because they
had not replaced kinship with civic responsibility or friendship
with duty to the state. I was with people who did not experi-
ence our great society as their boon or their victory, but as
their fate, their destiny, as an incomprehensible catastrophe, a
punishment for unknown transgressions. And for an instant I
felt I had rejoined my own. I was filled with joy. I embraced
the world I had once rejected. I accepted what we had once
called nepotism and was proud of myself as a nephew, a coun-
try cousin, a relative. I felt only gratitude when I was allowed
to rejoin the community of wage laborers. And my happiness
was crowned by the prospect of marrying the wonderful peas-
ant girl who had remained unstained by urban corruption, un-
stained by the factories and prisons.

My stupor lasted for a day. I couldn’t permanently turn my-
self inside out, become someone else, turn my back on what I
had wanted until then. And I couldn’t forget all those like me
who were still in prison, all those who had died, all those who
had emerged so maimed they could only hope for the next re-
lease.

The old peasant took me along in his bus for a week. There
were hardly any passengers during two afternoon hours, when
he had me drive the bus. On the fifth day he let me drive it all
day. By the end of the week I was an experienced driver; all I
had left to learn was the route. And by the end of the following
week I was a seasoned driver. I began to recognize many of the
passengers. I began to understand the nature of my useful so-
cial activity, the function of the job I had been so overjoyed to
find. The morning passengers were almost all workers on their
way to factories, warehouses and sometimes offices. They were
in the process of selling their energy and time in exchange for
a wage. The bus was the vehicle which delivered the sold item

64

Sophia’s first letter

Dear Yarostan,

What a marvelous surprise! Surely you remember Luisa.
She was all excited when she came with your letter last
night. Sabina and Tina, my house-mates, were both home.
Luisa hadn’t ever been in our house before. We spent the
evening and most of the night reading and rereading your
letter, reliving our past for Tina’s sake, discussing events
we’'ve never discussed before. We were all amazed to learn
how many years you’d spent in prison and we were deeply
moved by the contrast between your beautiful letter and the
miserable life you’ve led.

Luisa and I travelled twenty years backward in time, recon-
structing the world of experience we shared with you. I still
regard that experience as the key to my whole life. Luisa had
lived through such significant events before, but for me the
days I spent with you have always been unique.

As soon as she read your letter Tina asked who you were
and if all three of us had known you. I started to tell her about
that vast uprising we had all taken part in. “Yes, we were to-
gether — not just the four of us, but thousands of us,” I told
Tina. “Those events released a surge of contentment, enthusi-
asm and initiative throughout the whole working population.
At last we were going to run our own affairs, at last the people
were masters, nobody would be able to exploit our efforts for
their own ends, nobody would be able to deceive us, sell us to
our enemies, betray us”
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“If that’s what happened, then why in the world did you
leave, and why did Yarostan spend half his life in jail?” Tina
asked.

“That wasn’t what happened,” Sabina said curtly.

“What do you mean ‘that wasn’t what happened’? You were
there too! Don’t you remember?” l immediately wished hadn’t
said that to Sabina, because she has a phenomenal memory: she
remembers events from her childhood as vividly as events that
took place yesterday.

“What did happen, then?” Tina asked Sabina.

“An old boss was thrown out and a new one replaced him,
that’s all. The contentment, enthusiasm and initiative were just
a vast put-on,” Sabina told her.

Luisa turned indignantly to Sabina and shouted, “You don’t
know what you’re talking about! You were only twelve at the
time!”

Disregarding Luisa, Sabina turned to Tina and told her,
“Yarostan and two other workers, Claude and Jan, stormed

into the office of the owner of a carton factory, a Mr. Zagad.

I went with them. Claude threw the door open and shouted,
‘We're the representatives of the plant council’ We weren’t

anything of the sort, but Zagad looked like a cornered rabbit.

He ran straight to the coat rack, threw his coat over his arm
and vanished, leaving all his important papers lying on his

desk. Then another official installed himself in Zagad’s office.

That’s what happened and that’s all that happened.”
“Was that all?” Luisa asked sarcastically. “Workers went
into the office of a factory owner, threw him out, and that’s

all?”

Sabina shrugged her shoulders and turned her back to Luisa.

Those two have never gotten along and they still don’t.

I agreed with Luisa and was going to ask Sabina how many
times in history workers have ousted their bosses.

But Luisa turned to Tina and pushed her argument in

another direction. “Of course that wasn’t all that happened.
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soup was lukewarm sewage. A prisoner sitting across the table
from me told me he had read about people who had so little
food they ate the bark of trees; when a fire destroyed their for-
est, they dreamed about the bark as if it were a delicacy. Some-
time later I spent a week in a damp, airless dungeon. My diet
then was stale bread and cold water. When I rejoined the living,
the warm sewage became a delicacy. I ate it slowly, sipping it
so as to enjoy the flavor of every spoonful.

I was undoubtedly broken, tamed, but not by the four years
in prison. I had left prison with a certain amount of enthusi-
asm. I had at least been eating bark. The fire that destroyed my
forest burned during the nine or ten days after my release. It
was only then that I was left with nothing at all. It was only
then that I was deprived of all friendship, all communication,
all hopes. I was excluded from every community and from all
social activity. I longed for no more than bark, but it had all
burned. The worst deprivation of all was my exclusion from
work. I had fought against self-selling, I had engaged in the
struggle to abolish wage labor, yet now I was tortured because
I couldn’t sell myself for a wage. I was in pain because this
exclusion was a far greater torture than solitary confinement.
Though death and insanity were not infrequent results of soli-
tary confinement, they were not inevitable. I had seen many
emerge with their selves intact. It was this possibility of emerg-
ing intact that had been removed. A new arrest or starvation
meant not emerging at all. Emerging by selling myself to the
police meant I would murder my own self, my whole past life,
and I would also suppress others like me, I would murder my
other selves.

I had been excluded from humanity. This exclusion was
the dungeon I emerged from when I rejoined humanity. And I
sipped, with genuine enjoyment, the very soup I had rejected
as sewage. I embraced a traditional, archaic, patriarchal fam-
ily, and I was filled with joy. I would have been satisfied with
bark and I sat in front of a complete meal, a virtual feast. I was
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have taken place so long ago I wasn’t sure it had taken place
at all; perhaps I had dreamed it.

Dinner that night was a celebration. I had rejoined human-
ity. I had found a home, a family, a job.

“We’re almost back on our feet,” Jan said. “Soon we’ll be
running again.

“And you’ll run right back to jail,” his mother grumbled.

But Jan’s father didn’t let his spirits be dampened. “Another
relative!” he shouted. “Soon there’ll be Sedlaks driving half the
busses, Sedlaks in half the factories. Welcome Yarostan Sed-
lak!”

“Miran Sedlak,” Jan corrected.

“Miran?” asked Mirna. “Then we’re twins!”

“Twins!” roared the old man. “Everyone for miles around
can see you're anything but twins!”

Mirna blushed, dropped her food, and ran to her room. Jan
laughed. It was already understood that Mirna and I were to be
married. No more was going to be said about it; the matter had
been settled. I was overjoyed.

It wasn’t your letter that gave rise to my first doubts. These
began to rise the very next morning, when I left the house with
Jan’s father for my first driving lesson. What had I celebrated?
What did my joy mean? Which humanity had I rejoined: a hu-
manity of unshackled beings transforming their dreams into
projects, or the humanity of home, family and job? Had I cel-
ebrated my self-betrayal? Had I become a traitor to my own
commitment, to you and Luisa, to all the comrades with whom
I had fought for a different world? Had the imprisonment bro-
ken me, tamed me, domesticated me? Would my betrayal of my
past and my comrades have been any greater if I had joined
the police or if, as you suggested, I had taken up religion or in-
vested capital? Hadn’t I spent four years in prison for rejecting
everything I was now embracing, enjoying and celebrating?

At the very beginning of my prison term I had grumbled
about the food. I complained that the bread was stale and the
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Sabina is only talking about the events she took part in. She
didn’t see past the end of her own nose. Masses of workers
filled the streets for the second time in three years. The first
time, when the liberation armies marched toward the city
surrounded by enemy military forces, thousands of workers
joined the resistance and fought to free their city. The second
time, when they learned that reactionary elements were again
powerful enough to resume the counter-offensive, they called
a general strike”

Sabina snapped, “The workers didn’t call that strike; the
trade union called it”

“Whoever called it,” Luisa snapped back, “it was a general
strike.” Mimicking Sabina, she added, “‘A general strike? Is that
all?”

Tina, completely baffled, asked, “Why are you shouting at
each other about something that happened twenty years ago?”

I tried to explain, “It was our most significant experience
during the past twenty years and Sabina is ridiculing it”

“What were you doing at the time?” Tina asked me.

I didn’t remember Mr. Zagad or the general strike or who
had called it, but I did remember what I had done and the peo-
ple Thad done it with. “All I remember,” I told Tina, “is that I was
home when Luisa rushed in and told Sabina and me, ‘Come on,
this is no time to be sitting in the house; the workers are taking
over the plant!’ I got all excited. I was three years younger than
you are now.  had never been inside any kind of factory. Moun-
tains of cardboard were piled along the sides. Huge machines
stood idle; I had no idea what they all did. Workers sat on top
of tables smoking and laughing. I remember Claude, Yarostan,
Jan and four or five others. I couldn’t understand much of the
discussion. But there was one thing I did understand, and I’ve
understood it for the rest of my life. They were talking about
social problems, about historical events. And they weren’t just
talking about them but taking part in them, defining their own
actions. They were making history and I was part of that”
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“What kinds of decisions did you make?” Tina asked.

Luisa turned to Tina as if to answer her question, but she
addressed herself to Sabina’s comments instead: “Of course in
the end one boss replaced another in government offices and
factories. It was the same problem I had experienced before. We
confronted enemies on two different fronts: capitalists ahead of
us and statists behind us. Some of us thought the danger of one
was as great as that of the other. Others thought the capitalists
should be defeated first”

“What did that have to do with the decisions you made?”
Tina asked.

“The way we understood the situation affected the state-
ments and slogans we put on our posters and placards,” Luisa
explained.

“I remember those arguments!” I shouted excitedly “Luisa
wanted to attack both sides simultaneously. Everyone paid at-
tention to whatever was said and I thought the others were
particularly attentive every time you spoke, Luisa. I thought at
least half the people there supported you.”

“All those who seemed to support me thought something
different.” Luisa said, “whereas all those on the other side had
one single position. Two of them were convinced the only real
threat came from the owners —”

“That was Adrian and Claude,” Sabina reminded us.

“And although the other two agreed that we faced enemies
in front as well as behind —”

“Marc and Titus,” Sabina interrupted again.

“Marc and Titus agreed about the two dangers,” Luisa con-
tinued, “but they argued that unity was the first requirement,
since by dividing we would be used by both sides to fight
against each other”

“What was your position?” Tina asked.

“T argued that it was impossible for workers to unite with
statist politicians, since after the victory over the present rulers
the workers would find themselves under the rule of their for-
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ceeded to explain he had been Jan’s friend since the war, they
had worked together for several years, and he — the official
— had only recently been released from prison. The day after
Jan was released, he and his father went to see this official. It
was Titus Zabran. The following day Jan was employed in the
repair shop. He changed his first name and soon received a
work booklet. Titus had discreetly recommended him as Sed-
lak’s country nephew, a hard-working peasant who had just
arrived in the city.

That night I ate supper with friends who were not prisoners
for the first time in four years.

Jan and I left his house an hour before sunrise the follow-
ing morning. We travelled by tram and bus to the other end
of the city. The headquarters of the trade union were located
next door to the repair shop. Jan knocked on the door of Ti-
tus’ office. When Titus opened it, I was sure that for an instant
I saw the same expression of alarm and disappointment I had
seen on the face of Jan’s mother: he saw a ghost. Jan convinced
me later that Titus couldn’t have been alarmed, since it was
from him that Jan had learned the date of my release. In any
case, Titus quickly recovered. He embraced me and asked if
needed money or a place to stay. Jan explained that I had “al-
ready solved” all my living problems; all I needed was a job.

Titus picked up the phone. He talked about another Sedlak
newly arrived from the country. Suddenly he turned to me and
asked, “Your first name?”

I fumbled. Then I almost shouted, “Miran!” And I glanced
at Jan with a sheepish grin.

“Miran Sedlak,” Titus told the phone. He told me I was to
start driving a bus in a week. I said  had never driven anything
other than a bicycle. Titus laughed. He said I'd learn in a week,
and by the second week I would already be bored; there were
no fine adjustments to be made (as there had been on a press).
Titus embraced both of us when we left. This was the second
time he had pulled me out of a trap. The first time seemed to
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driven this country girl away, from open fields and into author-
itarian classrooms? Why? What is gained when this free being
is confined to a desk and forced to recite a toady’s account of
the words and gestures of his patrons?

Jan’s father returned from work wearing his driver’s cap.
He embraced, me as soon as he came in. He was neither startled
nor apprehensive. He acted as if I were an old friend, as if he
had expected me to be there. “Living anywhere?” he asked.

I lied and told him I was renting a room in the city.

“Are your things there?”

“T have no things,” I admitted.

“Mirna!” he shouted, “fix up the guest room. Jan’s friend is
going to stay with us.”

He seemed to know that I had nothing else to do and
nowhere else to go, that I had reached the end of my journey.
“Relax,” he told me, as if he knew what I'd been thinking
earlier. “Together we’ll straighten everything out””

It was only when Jan came home that I started to relax. Jan
was overjoyed. He had tears in his eyes when he embraced me.
He said he had known I'd turn up. Released a few months be-
fore I was, he had somehow learned the date of my release. He
knew I wouldn’t find a job and would have nowhere else to go.
He had begun to worry when I failed to turn up; he wondered
if they’d failed to release me or if I had already been arrested
again.

Jan had a job in the transport depot repair shop. He got
the job through an odd coincidence, A few months before his
release, his father’s bus had broken down and the driver had
accompanied it to the repair shop. While a clerk was asking
Sedlak the usual questions: name, number, route, and so on,
a union official who was standing nearby asked if the driver
was related to Jan Sedlak. Suspicious of all officials, Sedlak war-
ily asked the man why he wanted to know. The official apol-
ogized very politely, admitting that under the circumstances
he had been insolent to ask him such a question. He then pro-
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mer allies. This is what happened in every revolution where
workers’ unions allied themselves with politicians struggling
for power. The workers always learned too late that their rev-
olutionary allies got power over them.”

“Didn’t Yarostan agree with you, and two others as well?” I
asked.

Luisa said, “Either they didn’t agree or they didn’t under-
stand. That hothead Jan argued that the real battle would start
when workers wrecked the machines by stuffing wrenches and
bolts into the gears and rollers, when workers started tearing
down the factories with saws and axes, when workers started
rioting, dismantling, burning. Jasna applauded, and Yarostan
laughed! That soft-spoken Adrian Povrshan, the one who never
took sides until the argument was over, suggested a compro-
mise and everyone agreed with it except Jan. Adrian suggested
that the slogans need not describe what we were against, but
only what we were for. For exampie: “The factories should be
administered by the workers themselves.” “The people should
run their own affairs’ And that was what we decided to do”

“At that moment,” I told Tina, “ten separate individuals who
a minute earlier had seemed unable to agree about anything
became a coordinated group with a single project. Suddenly,
without electing a chairman, without an assignment of tasks,
everyone knew what had to be done next”

“Tan still wasn’t satisfied,” Luisa remembered. “He went
on grumbling about the need to fight with axes and not with
words.”

“I remember that!” I exclaimed. “That was when Yarostan
announced that while we were trying to decide whether to take
over or take apart the plant, the boss was sitting in his office
figuring out how much output he’d have to get out of the work-
ers after the strike so as to make up for his losses” How well I
remember that! I really admired you at that moment; I think I
fell in love with you then.

17



“That ape Claude suggested we arm ourselves and rush to
the boss’s office,” Luisa exclaimed.

I went on, “Yarostan asked if we couldn’t simply ask the
boss to leave. That’s when Sabina accompanied Yarostan,
Claude and Jan to the office. Before they went Adrian sug-
gested they tell Mr. Zagad to return after the revolution
since he had experience in the work and the workers would
remember him. Everyone laughed. The tension was over. We
became a group of friends. I had the feeling I had known
everyone there for years.”

Sabina put a blanket on my enthusiasm by saying, “And
then we were all arrested”

Luisa retorted angrily, “It wasn’t ‘and then

I asked, “Sabina, how can you remember some things so
well and others not at all? You took part in it all and you weren’t
the least active among us!”

Sabina yawned. Her yawn had the same significance as her
earlier statement, “And that’s all that happened.” Luisa must
have thought Sabina’s yawn an insult aimed specifically at her
and didn’t say another word until Sabina and Tina went to bed.
But my enthusiasm was still rising and I wanted to commu-
nicate it to Tina. I told her those days were the only time in
my life when I knew why I was in the world. It was the only
time I knew what part I was playing in the creation of our com-
mon world, the only time I was part of a social project which
wasn’t imposed on me from above. I told her about the won-
derful days during which you patiently taught me how to run
a press, the days I spent printing and silk-screening posters on
my own. During every single one of those days I learned more
than I’ve learned during all my years in school. I described our
daily meetings, our discussions of the day’s tasks, I told Tina
each of us could do whatever we wanted; no one was bound to
a task, even for a day; no one was forced to complete anything.
Yet in spite of this absolute freedom every task got carried out,
decisions got made, the posters got printed. I tried to describe
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relieved when I leafed through the zoology book and saw that
the names of animals had not been changed.

A young woman burst into the room carrying potatoes in
her apron. She dropped them as soon as she saw me. I sur-
mised they still kept a garden. Nothing had changed here. Peo-
ple were a little older, some of the neighbors had moved out,
and that was all. The old man probably still drove the same bus.
I assumed the young woman was Jan’s wife. She was clearly
a peasant in spite of her city dress. She looked at me with an
expression I can only call wild: like a lone shepherdess on a des-
olate mountain who had unexpectedly bumped into a stranger.

Suddenly she shouted, “You’re Yarostan!” She said this with
such joy I thought she was going to throw her arms around me.

It was my turn to see a ghost. “How in the world do you
know who I am?”

“You’re Jan’s friend!”

Beginning to doubt my first assumption, I nevertheless for-
mulated the question, “And you’re — Jan’s wife?”

“No, silly! Don’t you remember me? I'm Mirna!”

Jan’s sister. How could I have remembered her, or even
guessed? The last time I'd seen her she’d been at most ten or
eleven years old, attending elementary school. That meant she
was at most fifteen. I helped her pick up the potatoes. She
said nothing more, just stared at me. I couldn’t help looking
at her. She became embarrassed. She carried the potatoes into
the kitchen and stayed there. I was again alone in the large
room. My thoughts and feelings were in chaos. Isn’t it amaz-
ing how flexible we are, how quickly we can travel from one
emotional extreme to another? Only two hours earlier I had
been weighing and comparing my alternatives: imprisonment,
suicide or capitulation. Now I was filled with enthusiasm again,
filled with thoughts of living, of building a world together with
these people, near this girl. I looked at the three books. I had an
urge to hurl them out of the house. They were as out of place in
this room as she was out of place in this city. What forces had
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Sabina and me there one or two days after Zagad was ousted
from, the carton plant. They lived in a poor working class quar-
ter on the outskirts of the city. They had been driven from their
farm during the war, and had moved to the section that most
closely resembled a village. Like their neighbors, mainly for-
mer peasants, they raised chickens and geese and kept a large
garden. Jan’s father had found a job driving a bus during the
war, and had continued to drive the same bus through the war,
the resistance, the coup and the arrests. As I rode the tram I
convinced myself the Sedlaks would no longer be living, there.
Surely the old peasant had found another job and moved to the
city. Surely the one-time peasants of that quarter had finally be-
come just workers and had left their houses and yards to new
arrivals from villages. I found the quarter. The houses had de-
teriorated and many had been abandoned. Former occupants
had not been replaced by new arrivals.

But there were curtains in the windows of Jan’s house.
It was obviously inhabited. I knocked. The old woman who
opened the door wore the same black dress and the same black
shawl she had worn before. Her face was wrinkled with age.
She was startled, as if she were looking at a ghost. Her shock
gave way to an expression which has remained engraved
on my memory. I'm still convinced it was an expression of
regret. With unmistakable sadness, she said, “Jan’s friend,”
and motioned for me to come in. She seemed to know already
then the nature of the gifts I was bringing into the Sedlak
household. She fed me sweets and coffee and left me alone in
a large room.

There were several chairs and a table, but otherwise the
room was barren except for three books stacked in a corner:
mathematics, zoology, and a “history of the working class
movement” I leafed through the history. I learned that the
working class had begun to move during the very moment
when I thought it had stopped moving, and that the move-
ments of the class consisted of moves of politicians. I was
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the bicycle trips you and I took to other plants to distribute
posters and collect suggestions for new ones, about Sabina’s
excursions with Jan, about the joy of seeing our posters on the
walls of public buildings and on busses and trams. Wherever
any of us went we were among friends. It was a rehearsal for
what the new world would be like.

When I finally paused, Tina asked, “Why were you
arrested?”

The question made my head spin. Ilooked helplessly toward
Luisa, but she was staring at the wall, probably still seeing
Sabina’s yawn and hearing “that’s all that happened.” I must
have looked startled or even angry because Tina felt compelled
to say, “I'm sorry.” She didn’t have to apologize. I hadn’t heard
any hostility in her voice when she asked the question. Yet for
some reason I felt that the question itself was hostile. I groped
for an explanation but didn’t know where to begin. My vivid
memories receded until they were again covered up by the im-
penetrable curtains of time. I forgot all the newly remembered
names and experiences. [ had never asked myself that question,
and it was pointless to look in my memory for an explanation.
I had experienced so much during those few days twenty years
ago, so many of the events that affected my whole life had
flown by so quickly, that I hadn’t had the time to absorb any of
them fully, to re-experience them in my memory, to analyze or
explain them. And when the storm was over I found myself in
a completely different world, disoriented and frightened, sur-
rounded by beings who were incomprehensible to me.

I groped, “What happened was exactly what Luisa had
feared would happen. The workers were betrayed; they were
stabbed in the back by their own allies. I do remember my first
clue that something was wrong. One afternoon when Luisa
and I returned home, George Alberts was already there. He
usually worked until late at night. But that day, he was home
before dark and we could see he was upset. Luisa asked him if
anything had happened. He said he’d been fired. He was told
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never to come back. They had even called him a saboteur and
some other things,

Tina asked, “Who fired him? I thought the workers were on
strike!”

“The trade union council,” Sabina answered.

I couldn’t say anything more; my throat was stopped up.
Sabina got up and yawned again, as if to announce that she’d
been right: “That’s all that happened.” She reminded Tina that
it was three in the morning and if Tina was going to get up
and go to work she might feel better if she got some sleep. I
agreed. But dozens of “explanations” started to crowd into my
mind as soon as Sabina left the room. I didn’t want Tina to go
to bed without understanding why the events had turned out
the way they had. But I didn’t stop her when she got up and
said goodnight. She looked sad, perhaps because she saw the
tears of frustration on my face, perhaps because she wanted
in some way to apologize for having asked why we had been
arrested.

As soon as Sabina and Tina left, Luisa, became talkative
again. She too intended to go to work the following day, but
she insisted on staying up the rest of the night; she said her job
was so repetitive she could do it in her sleep. She has a horribly
boring job in an automobile factory.

Luisa read your letter over again. Certain passages bothered
her. She read them to me and we discussed them. I'd like to
summarize that discussion; I hope you aren’t hurt or offended.

Both of us laughed and cried when we re-read your descrip-
tion of the censorship. Your letter doesn’t seem to have been
opened. What bothered Luisa was the next section, where you
identify yourself with censors and prison guards and even say
that your point of departure could have been the same as theirs.
This also bothered me when Luisa read the passage to me. Both
of us applied the passage to ourselves, and as soon as we did,
we felt there was something profoundly untrue about it. Would
we have become jailers if we hadn’t been arrested? For exam-
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In parting, the old man gave me strange advice. He told me
not to be disappointed at not having been hired. Factory life
wasn’t for “political people.” “The good life is in politics: that’s
the place for you activists,” he said. He had grasped the essence
of what you call your significant experience. I was going to
receive the same advice again.

I looked for jobs elsewhere. Sometimes I spoke to man-
agers, sometimes to union officials. The outcome was always
the same: the same phone call, the same “Sorry comrade, four
years for sabotage ..” Production had not reached the pre-war
level, but the centralization and communication of police files
had broken all previous records and was continually climbing
to new heights. The enthusiasm with which I had left prison
vanished. I became desperate. I was running out of money.
I slept in alleys, but this wasn’t as easy as it had been eight
years earlier. I was older and people were far more suspicious
of strangers. I was afraid someone who saw me in the street
or in an alley would turn me in as a vagabond. I began to
understand why the police had grown so enormous. I was
trapped. I had the choice of starving to death or killing myself.
I had yet another “choice.” It was then I grasped that the police
were not a different species. At least not all of them. Sooner
or later I would be arrested. I would be under a roof, I would
sleep on some kind of mattress. I might even tell them, “I give
up. What do I have to do to survive?” They would smile, have
me sit down, offer me a cigarette. “Yes, we’ve been expecting
you, comrade. We thought you would return much sooner.
Times are hard. If you want to work, we can find a job for
you.

This was my mood when I decided to try to find Jan Sedlak.
I stopped worrying about adding to his problems in case he’d
just been released. I needed to communicate with another hu-
man being. I had little hope of finding him. I didn’t know how
long his sentence had been or if he’d been released. I had been
to his house only once, shortly before our arrest. He had taken
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I waited for him outside as I'd waited for Titus Zabran al-
most eight years earlier. He was more talkative. He asked if
I'd been hired. “No jailbirds,” I said. He looked around as he
had inside; I was afraid I'd put an end to our conversation.
The look on his face was a look I had seen before. No one
had ever looked at me that way in prison. So this was what
I had been released into! I felt intense relief when the old man
said many of his friends, the “more political” ones, had also
been jailed, and my growing anger left me when he said, “One
day these wiseacres are going to reap what they’re sowing.” He
was aware that his earlier look had stung me, and he became
more talkative, though by no means comradely. The union, he
told me, duplicated the supervisory work of the management,
and both were supervised by the police. The foreman was di-
rectly responsible to the police, and one or more workers were
police agents. He laughed when I asked about informal orga-
nization in these conditions. There had never been more dis-
trust among workers. “In addition to actual police agents,” he
told me, “there are workers who seriously believe the factories
are theirs and that therefore the workers are their own boss.
They’re fanatics. Such people don’t remain workers very long,
since their convictions lead to quick promotions. But while
they’re workers, they’re far worse than the union officials or
even the police agents. They work harder than anyone else, crit-
icize other workers, have workers fired for sabotage and wreck-
ing. The managers and union officials would of course like to
hire only workers of this type. But this is impossible. The en-
thusiasm doesn’t last long if the promotions don’t follow. And
they can’t promote the entire production crew. Consequently
such workers are always in a minority. But this minority effec-
tively prevents any kind of unified action. Even grumbling can
lead to arrest. But don’t think they’ve turned us into oxen,” the
old man concluded. “With all their threats, arrests and harass-
ments, with all their talk about record productivity and record
output, production still hasn’t reached the pre-war level”
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ple, if George Alberts hadn’t been Luisa’s “husband” (which
in fact he never was) we wouldn’t have been directly affected
by his dismissal. Would we have stayed on in the carton plant
carrying on the urgent tasks of the day? Would we have sat
in judgment while one worker was labelled a “counterrevolu-
tionary” and another a “saboteur”? Would we have stayed and
watched while one after another of our comrades were called
“dangerous elements” and “foreign agents”? Did we misread
what you wrote? Isn’t this what you meant when you said we
all had the same starting point? You even wonder to what ex-
tent you contributed to your own imprisonment. Should Luisa
and I wonder to what extent we were implicated in your arrest,
and how much we contributed to the suffering you’ve under-
gone, for the past twenty years?

I think your premise is all wrong. I'm not altogether sure
what you mean by “starting point,” but I am sure that my start-
ing point as well as yours and Luisa’s was not the same as
the starting point of those who fired Alberts, imprisoned you,
arrested Luisa and me. It’s simply ridiculous to identify your-
self with them. The people who arrested me weren’t workers
but police agents. They had never been committed to the self-
liberation of workers; on the contrary, their life-long commit-
ment was to establish a dictatorship over the workers, to trans-
form society into a beehive and themselves into queen bees, to
become the wardens of a vast prison camp. They won and we
lost. That sums up the entire history of the working class. But
how can you say those who fought against them contributed
to their victory?

Take the people in our group. Luisa and I spent a long time
reminding ourselves of them. At most you can say that some of
them didn’t know what they were doing. Jasna, for instance, be-
came something like Luisa’s “disciple.” Luisa remembered that
poor Jasna constantly repeated things Luisa had told her, but
only the words and incidents, not the meanings. This doesn’t
mean Jasna had the same starting point as an inquisitioner or
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a prison guard. Or take Jan. Luisa called him a hothead. Maybe
he was, but his “hotheadedness” was a healthy and human re-
sponse to abuse and exploitation. There isn’t even a question
about any of the others. Vera and Adrian couldn’t let a stranger
walk by without trying to convert him to the “self-government
of the producers” I remember how I admired the speed with
which Vera answered people’s questions. Once, when someone
asked her, “Who’s going to pick up the garbage if there’s no
government?” she immediately retorted, “Who do you think
picks it up now — the government?” Or take Marc. Luisa re-
membered him as being slower than Vera but more profound.
He could spend hours talking about the types of social relations
people would be able to create and develop as soon as they were
free of authority. And he was so resourceful; whenever materi-
als or tools were lacking, he knew either where to find them or
what could be used instead. As for Claude: all I remember about
him is that he seemed devoted to every project he undertook. I
don’t remember Titus very well either. I do remember I didn’t
like him; he struck me as too much of a “realist”, he was always
calculating the “balance of forces.” But he was an old friend of
Luisa’s and she was always convinced of his total devotion to
the workers’ struggle. I also remember that you looked up to
him for his knowledge and experience.

Whatever you mean by “starting point,” the starting point
of my life was the experience I shared with you. That was the
only time in my life when I was engaged in a group project. No
outside force, no institution, boss or leader defined our project,
made our decisions, determined our schedules or tasks. We de-
fined and determined ourselves. No one pushed, drove or co-
erced us. Each of us was free in the fullest sense. We briefly
succeeded in creating a real community, a condition which
doesn’t exist in repressive societies and therefore isn’t even
understood. Our community was a ground on which individ-
uals could grow and flower; it was totally unlike the quicksand
which pulls down the seed, the root and even the whole plant. If
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An old man was operating “my” press, at a snail’s pace.
He had turned the speed down to the lowest notch. The press
creaked and squealed. It obviously hadn’t been greased for four
years. I didn’t see a can of grease in the entire plant; apparently
the planners didn’t see why grease should be allocated to a car-
ton plant. The absence of grease had caused the main cylinder
bearing to turn to an ellipse. As a result there was no way to
avoid printing a double image at every impression. The old man
obviously couldn’t be held responsible for sabotage. He was vis-
ibly being as slow and careful as he could be. He was doing his
very best. And who needs perfectly printed boxes anyway? I
wanted to shake his hand, to congratulate him, to laugh and
share the joke with him. Instead I asked him if it was possible
to apply for a job in the plant. He told me to speak to an of-
ficial on the trade union council. This was another novelty, a
sign of the workers’ victory. Pointing in the direction of Za-
gad’s former office, I asked where I could find these officials. I
had guessed right. I must have been there before.

The trade union official at Zagad’s desk was slightly chub-
bier than Zagad. And he called me “comrade.” In all other ways
he was very similar. He asked my name. He telephoned. Then
he said, very politely, “Sorry, comrade. The economic situation
is extremely critical. We cannot afford to hire an individual
who was found guilty of sabotage.”

Before leaving the plant, I stopped by the old man to ask
him some questions. I wanted to find out to what extent the
sabotage I saw was organized, what forms of communication
the workers had succeeded in creating. But the old man was
nervous; he kept looking around with a fear I had never seen
on a worker’s face. As far as I could see, the foreman was out
for the day, the manager must have had his office elsewhere,
the union official was smoking in his office, and everyone else
was working. Was the old man actually afraid of being watched
and heard by the other workers? Vera couldn’t have lasted for
a day in this plant.
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marriage. Why do you single out marriage? I remember the dis-
cussions at your house. I also remember that not only marriage
but also wage labor, police, prisons, governments and schools
were going to be absent from the new society. They all sur-
vived, intact, even reinforced. Or did you think our significant
experience had changed all this, that marriage, wage labor and
prisons had been abolished?

What I saw when I was released resembled the prison I had
left more than it resembled a free city. There were inmates and
guards. Officials were in automobiles, workers in busses and
trams. And everyone was “in uniform.” I saw functionaries,
policemen, soldiers, workers, shoppers and students. I didn’t
see plain, uncategorized, ununiformed human-beings. I sensed
that none of the people I saw met at houses like yours to dis-
cuss the abolition of marriage and wage labor. All such people
had been arrested; all such discussions took place in jail.

I had no place to go since I had no family and my friends
had all been jailed. Yet I was enthusiastic: the first term hadn’t
broken me the way the second was going to. I wanted to find
work and then continue to fight, to express what I had seen
and learned. I wanted to learn what was possible in the new
situation. I visited the carton plant. Every face was new. Every
member of the group you and I had known was gone, includ-
ing the lenient foreman. That’s all that was new. The machines
were the same. The walls were the same; they hadn’t even been
painted. People worked in complete silence. I walked around
and watched. People glanced at me and turned away. No one
asked me who I was or what I wanted. The silence and indif-
ference were new. Something else was new; maybe it was only
a product of the indifference. Every carton I saw was poorly
printed; we would have put them all in the stack of seconds.
But now every stack in the plant was a stack of seconds. There
were no longer any firsts. The workers were silent and seemed
indifferent, but under those frightening masks they were still
alive.
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this was our starting point, then we differed from order-givers
and order-takers as much as a healthy living cell differs from
a cancer cell, as much as an oak tree differs from a hydrogen
bomb.

Luisa and I discussed other things in your letter, but not
as thoroughly; we were both very tired. You might think this
all-night discussion of your letter bizarre. I should tell you
that Luisa and I hadn’t seen each other since last year and
we haven’t had anything to say to each other in ages, partly
because I chose to live with Sabina and Tina, but mainly
because we’ve stopped having anything in common. Your
letter brought to life the one subject we do still share: our past.
Thanks to your letter we learned we could be “old friends”;
you helped revive a relationship which had degenerated to the
level of polite indifference.

The question of marriage was another thing that bothered
Luisa. This hadn’t bothered me at all until she started talking
about it. You’re “married,” you have a “wife” and a “daugh-
ter” Obviously! Why wouldn’t you? I accepted these things
as matter-of-factly as you narrated them. But as soon as Luisa
questioned all this I remembered who you were and kicked my-
self for having thought it all so obvious. I'm really not very
observant: whenever I leave familiar surroundings I seem to
lose my powers of observation and take everything for granted.
Luisa said your statements about your “wife” and “daughter”
seemed as strange as if you’d written us about the second com-
ing of the savior.

My own memory has shut out everything except those won-
derful days I spent with you on the streets and in the factory.
Luisa reminded me that we had known you for years before
that. It was Titus who first brought you to our house. You came
at least once a week, and as Luisa put it, you were unquestion-
ably one of “us.” You must know what she means.

Someone whose life goal was to have a nice house, a nice
family and a nice job in the bureaucracy simply didn’t come
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into our house. Opposition to the state, religion and the family
was taken for granted in anyone we considered a friend. And
that’s an attitude we’ve continued to share, whatever differ-
ences have grown up between us over the years.

Luisa had innumerable relationships (I haven’t yet heard
about all of them), but she never married. She always insisted
she was genuinely in love only once, with Nachalo. her first
companion, my father. But she was never his “wife” She
adopted his name as her own the day after he was killed: that
was the only “memorial” she was able to build for him. The
adoption of his name may have been a caprice, or an expres-
sion of romantic sentimentality, but it was not a concession to
the institution; union with a corpse doesn’t count as marriage.
Luisa’s next “husband” was George Alberts, and as soon as
Luisa figured out he was transforming her into a “wife” she
chased him out of the house. Sabina had a child and never
married. As for me, I never wanted children, for any number
of reasons; I can summarize them by saying I was always “too
much of a revolutionary”

None of us ever became institutionalized “mothers,” and
none of us were ever institutionalized “daughters.” Surely you
were aware of this. From the moment we could walk and talk,
Sabina and I took part in the work, the discussions as well as
the decisions. Even earlier, when Sabina was still a baby, it was
I who “brought her up,” not her “parents”” Of course this is com-
mon among working people, but in our case it didn’t happen
only because our “parents” both had to work. We had genuinely
eliminated every trace of the hated institution, obviously only
to the extent possible in a society which had not eliminated it.
I can’t remember ever having thought of Luisa as “my mother”:
at most we were friends, once very close friends, in recent years
no longer even friends.

Sabina is Tina’s “mother,” but I'm certain that neither of
them thinks of herself or of the other as mother and daugh-
ter. And the mere thought that Tina and I are “relatives,” that
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“stage,” was going to eliminate the possibility of taking another
step?

By the way, you're also wrong about the reasons for our
arrest. Your and Luisa’s connection to Alberts had nothing to
do with it, no matter how suspicious Alberts became to Claude.
Thanks to imaginations like yours and mine, Luisa’s and Vera’s,
we all took our roles seriously. And we infected everyone else,
with our enthusiasm. When the strikes and demonstrations
ended, when most workers realized the carnival was over and
returned to work, our group continued to perform its show. We
were still printing posters, glueing “Factories to Workers” on
recently cleaned walls, shouting about the workers’ common-
wealth. At that point we became dangerous, because at that
point people like us elsewhere saw that at least some had meant
what they said and that the performance of a play had not been
the only possibility. If others didn’t realize this, at least the au-
thorities thought they did. Only at that point did we begin to
“act on our own,” but we weren’t aware of this. We were so car-
ried away by our performance that we failed to see that the cur-
tain had fallen and the carnival had ended. Instead of acting on
our own we continued reciting the lines of the script and per-
forming the rehearsed motions even though the prompter and
play director had left the theater. We were arrested because we
unintentionally transported our performance out of the theater
into the street, because we continued to play when it was time
to return to work. Because of my failure to turn off my act I
spent four years moving from one dungeon to another. My ov-
erenthusiastic performance in a puppet show was interpreted
by the all-knowing proletarian inquisitors as dangerous, anti-
social activity, as sabotage of social means of production and
therefore as a threat to the present and future well-being of the
working class.

Four years later I was given an opportunity to enjoy the
new society to which our significant experience had led. Much
of the old society had survived in the new. Among other things,
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midst,” he became Claude’s disciple, pathetically trying to sim-
ulate what you call Claude’s “devotion,” his contempt for his
fellow workers.

Your portrait of Jasna Zbrkova was less favorable. She was
the exact opposite of Claude. She was by far the warmest, the
most generous person in the group. She was one of those rare
human beings who are able to feel another person’s pains and
enjoy another’s hopes. It’s true that her empathy with others
went to the point of feeling sorry for the “poor owner” who had
so many problems running such a complex plant. It’s true that
her generosity was blind to political and economic realities. But
in a context where Claude was ready to shoot his fellow work-
ers, where Adrian shifted overnight from universal solidarity
to universal suspicion, it was precisely this “blind” generosity
that was missing.

I don’t have a clear memory of Marc Glavni. He had been
hired a few weeks, at most a couple of months, before the strike
began. I remember staying away from him. He was a student,
and was clearly on his way through the plant to something
“higher” He may have been resourceful, as you say. I only re-
member that he thought himself resourceful.

We know about Luisa. So this leaves only Jan and Titus. You
didn’t like Titus. And Jan was “hotheaded.” This characteriza-
tion of Jan appears early in your letter. I had a hard time read-
ing past it. That was how his executioners described him.

Titus Zabran was a “realist” At the time I thought his “real-
ism” enabled him to see through the masquerade. He seemed
to be as aware as Jan that the removal of Zagad was at most
a beginning, that our victorious appropriation of the existing
project was no victory at all. Unlike Jan, who was impatient, Ti-
tus seemed to have a long-range strategy; he seemed “realistic”
because, he considered the present move to be a necessary step
or “stage” toward the next. Yet was Titus any more of a “realist”
than Jan was a “hothead”? Did Titus know that this step, this
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I'm something like Tina’s “aunt,” drives me up a wall. To each
other and to our friends we’re simply three women who live
together. It’s cheaper that way, we help each other, and we usu-
ally enjoy each other’s company. If one of us decided she’d had
enough of the other two, nothing could keep her from leaving
— certainly not the thought that we’re relatives. Not that it’s
all so easy and obvious. On legal forms we’re “sisters” because
of our name. And to inquisitive and hostile strangers who sus-
pect we’re not “sisters,” we’re bizarre: we're living proof that
the world is indeed coming to an end.

You speak of “mother and father, wife and daughter” as if
these were the most natural relations in the world, as if people
had never lived outside these categories. Of course these things
are “natural” to most people, but at one time they weren’t “nat-
ural” at all to you. They were as alien to you as religion, the
state and capital. Was I mistaken? Was this only the way I
imagined you? Or have you changed? Luisa remembered long
talks she’d had with you, not just about “politics” in the narrow
sense, but also about the senselessness of promising a stuffy
judge that you’d spend the rest of your life with the individual
you happen to like at the time, and discussions about the hor-
ror of locking children up in the family prison. Did you adopt
those attitudes only because you knew how Luisa felt, or how
I felt? I can’t make myself believe you were only pretending.
I wouldn’t have been more disturbed if you’d told us you had
invested millions in a uranium mine. How could you possibly
have changed so much? I can obviously understand that you
might introduce Mirna to a complete stranger as “your wife.”
But I'm not a stranger to you. Neither are Luisa or Sabina. What
do they do to people in those prisons?

Luisa and I made ourselves coffee, watched the sun rise
above the buildings behind our snowy yard, and continued dis-
cussing your letter. By now you might think we spent the night
dissecting it. We did in fact find another strange element in it,
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although by no means as bizarre as your becoming a husband
to a wife and a father to a daughter.

We were moved by your tirades against the prison system,
by your exposure of the petty informers and executioners our
neighbors so often turn out to be, by your beautiful descrip-
tion of Yara’s protest. Yet you treated the whole subject of re-
bellion in a way we thought strange. In your words rebellion
became something metaphysical, something that transcends
individuals of flesh and blood and refers to the core of being.
“Wherever there are people there’s negation.” That’s beautiful.
I found the whole passage powerful and poetic. But we also
found something wrong with it. (By “we” I mean that I noticed
it after Luisa pointed it out.) Surely you didn’t discover “nega-
tion, rebellion, insurrection” only a year ago, and only because
schoolchildren demonstrated for a teacher! There’s a war on!
It’s been going on for centuries — ever since human beings
found themselves in class societies. And the defeat, even the
repeated defeat, of one of the protagonists doesn’t mean that
the war is over. So long as the vanquished giant is not exter-
minated he’ll rise again and yet again, returning to battle with
ever greater fury. You of all people ought to know that — you
who took part in two massive uprisings, two unforgettable acts
of rebellion by the working people.

But I realize I'm being unfair and extremely insensitive.
Luisa and I are obviously aware that the world of jailers and
convicts is not the world in which the workers’ commonwealth
can be built. As I challenge conclusions you've drawn out of
so much pain, I realize I’ve no right to challenge them and
I'm ashamed. Not ashamed of what I said, but ashamed of my
fairly comfortable surroundings and my generous friends. I'm
ashamed that I was released two days after our arrest while
you spent all those years in prison, ashamed I was arrested
only once after that and was again released after only two days
in jail. And 'm not even sure I agree with Luisa. I think what
bothered her wasn’t so much your treatment of rebellion as
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her quick wit would have been unbearable. In this particular
circumstance it represented a great deal. She entertained us
with gossip about the ruling class. Occasionally she taught us
something about the machinery behind the facades. She was a
missionary; apparently she really believed that as soon as all of
us grasped the message of her stories, the world would change.
This wasn’t what we liked about her. What made her a genuine
heroine in the plant was that with her continual tirades she sab-
otaged production from the moment work began. She consid-
ered her crusades more important than the work she had been
hired to do, and she never allowed the work to interfere with
her lectures. The constant arguments in which she engaged one
or another of us must have cut our output at least by half. Ev-
eryone expected her to be fired. The leniency of the foreman
was one of the things we had won from the resistance. When
the general strike began she remained what she had been; in
your words: “she couldn’t let a stranger walk by without trying
to convert him.” But at that point her quick wit no longer rep-
resented an escape from the boring routine; it was no longer
unintended sabotage. At that point she was only a missionary
preaching salvation through belief in half a dozen abstractions
and a mound of gossip, converting present-day Romans to a
new Christianity.

You say “there’s not even a question about any of the rest”
Yet all you say about Adrian is “Vera and Adrian.” That much
is quite accurate. Before you met him, it had been “Titus and
Adrian,” when the strike began it was “Vera and Adrian,” and
before the strike ended, “Claude and Adrian.” That’s all that can
be said about him. He was like a pin drawn to the most pow-
erful magnet, like dough shaped by the nearest baker, a cog
who could fit into any apparatus. When the unions launched
the “campaign for a workers’ society,” Adrian became Vera’s
only convert. He memorized two or three abstractions and set
up a mission of his own: a slow, humorless version of the same
theme. When the time came to “ferret out the enemy in our
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my own than any of the rest of that “significant experience”” I
reproduced inside myself the “feelings” of the state.

The significance of my suspicion of Alberts became clear
to me during my first year in prison. I met countless prisoners
whose sole crime had been the “act” of becoming suspicious to
others. Sometimes,a politician started a rumor about someone
he disliked: sometimes the rumor was started by a worker who
thought he’d get another’s job. The victim was always help-
less; everything he said and did only made the stain more visi-
ble. Soon everyone saw it, everyone was ready to turn him in.
His fellow workers, his comrades, his neighbors all became po-
lice agents, pathetically pointing their fingers like my neighbor
Ninovo, shouting,You’re all troublemakers; they should never
have let you out”

Your letter goes on to describe the individuals who took
part in this “significant experience”; you refer to them as “our
group.” The only traits your portraits share with the individ-
uals I remember are their names. Since you’ve disabused me
of my illusory portrait of Luisa, I should in fairness try to do
as much for you. I had known most of those individuals for at
least three years. You were with them for two weeks, during
a crisis. I realize that people are often transformed by crises:
they acquire traits they had never displayed in normal times,
they undergo profound changes. I realize that you might have
been seeing these individuals during the moment when they
had ceased to be what they had been. But I vividly remember
that this is not the case. Either because the crisis wasn’t real,
or because these individuals weren’t able to shed their former
personalities, they did not undergo profound changes; each of
them remained what she or he had been before.

You remember the speed of Vera Neis’s wit. So do L. I was
grateful to her quick wit every day I spent at the plant. Every-
one was. She made the routine bearable. She was like a radio
that was turned on when we started to work and couldn’t be
turned off until we were through. In any other circumstances
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your description of the self-repressed “imbecile.” Earlier in the
evening, when Tina was reading your letter after the rest of us
had already read it, she burst out laughing. We all knew she
had come to the passage where you describe the imbecile who
voluntarily exploits himself. Sabina and I laughed too: none
of us can stand workers who “love” their jobs. But it wasn’t
long before my laughter nearly turned to tears: I realized that
Luisa, unsmiling and shocked, saw herself as the “imbecile”
Luisa has “voluntarily” gotten up every morning and gone
to the same idiotic job for the past seventeen years. The
schedule, the product, the task are imbecillic. Does that make
Luisa an imbecile? My first impulse was to agree with you: I
laughed too. But I'm not sure. When Luisa referred to your
“metaphysical” attitude toward rebellion and your “simplistic”
attitude toward work, I understood what she meant. I couldn’t
help but understand: in a few minutes she was going to rush
away to her job. As soon as she left, Tina rushed into the
kitchen, gulped down some juice, rushed out without saying
goodbye, and slammed the door as she always does. I know
she won’t keep her job for as long as seventeen weeks. Yet
it’s Luisa, not Tina, who attends every meeting she hears
about, who is the first one out in every strike, who joins every
picket line and carries the biggest sign in every demonstration.
Tina stays home and reads during a strike. She’s as hostile
to demonstrations as she is to girlie shows, and the one time
in her life when she attended a “radical” meeting, her only
comment was, “Every one of them thinks he’s Napoleon”

The more I think about it the more disturbing I find your de-
scription of the “imbecile” Several years ago I had a bad scene
with Luisa. I was staying at her house. She came home from
work and started sobbing. She kept saying that her life wasn’t
any good to anyone, that she saw no reason for dragging it on
any longer. I couldn’t think of anything to say. I could only ask
her what had happened that day. And of course nothing had
happened either that day or the day before or the year before.
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She described herself as an old rag that was being squeezed
drier every day. What you said in your letter passed through
my mind at that time. I knew I couldn’t spend every day of
my life repeating the same motions, helping build the very ma-
chines that oppressed me, contributing to my own suffering, as
you put it. I haven’t done that, by the way: my “work record”
is worse than Tina’s. In practice I've agreed with you. Luisa
somehow pulled out of it, although I was no help. She threw
herself into new activities. And she continued to go back to
work every day.

I wanted to summarize our reactions to your letter, and in-
stead I'm summarizing my confusion. 'm no longer even sure
my last few paragraphs have anything to do with your letter.
They certainly don’t amount to a “reasoned critique” of any-
thing you said.

When I started to tell you about our “night with Yarostan’s
letter,” I thought this would be a way to begin to answer your
questions: who I am, what I'm thinking, what I've done, if 'm
“married” and have children, if 'm still alive. I've told you some
of these things, and surely you weren’t expecting one-word
answers. [ assume you want to know as much about my life as
I'd like to know about yours. Maybe it was a mistake to try to
combine the story of my life with the story of our discussion.
This happens to be one of the “devices” I was using on the two
occasions when I started to write a novel.

Yet even if this combination of the present with the past is
“only” a literary device, the novels in which I was going to use
it were never anything more than answers anticipating your
questions. This letter is the first chapter. Whenever I tried to
imagine who my readers would be, I always focused on one and
the same person: you. It was to be a novel about you and me,
about the days we spent together. That was to be the “past” The
“present” was to consist of my frustrated attempts to recreate
those days in impossible circumstances. It was all true, exactly
as it happened; I was only going to change people’s names, and
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an instrument, when we marched to Zagad’s office like a mili-
tia of four. But I thought I was an instrument of “the working
class,” not an instrument of the union and the state. Yet the de-
tail Sabina remembered should have put me on my guard. To
Claude we weren’t mere workers, four among many; we were
“representatives of the plant council,” agents of an apparatus.

I wasn’t only taken in; I was taken over. The carnival atmo-
sphere was so contagious that it infected my deepest emotions.
An experience I remember vividly had to do with George Al-
berts. I hardly knew him; the most we ever said to each other
was “good evening.” Shortly before we were arrested, when slo-
gans about “Factories to workers” had been replaced by slogans
about “the enemy in our midst,” Claude and Adrian approached
me, to “talk about Alberts.” They asked where Alberts had gone
before the end of the war and why he hadn’t fought in the resis-
tance. They asked which side he had fought on. I was angry. I
told them to ask Luisa, who lived with Alberts, or Titus Zabran,
who had fought with him several years earlier. I told them I
didn’t know anything about Alberts. I had never considered it
any of my business to ask where he had been or what he had
done; I only knew that when he returned he was employed as a
highly qualified specialist. Adrian said they didn’t want to con-
front Titus Zabran “prematurely,” before they had determined
“all the facts” As for Luisa: they were going to speak to her
when the “case” was complete; they were going to confront
her with an ultimatum: either denounce Alberts or leave the
plant. I yelled at them furiously. I said they had gone crazy. I
asked if they were in the pay of the police. But their perfor-
mance, like all the other performances, succeeded. It commu-
nicated its message. On that day my dislike for Alberts turned
to suspicion. Yes, he became suspicious to me. He was stained
exactly the same way my parents had been stained. You tell
me your projects and decisions were your own. Even my feel-
ings weren’t my own. My suspicion of Alberts was no more
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designed. You apparently liked your costume and make-up so
well that you’ve continued to wear them after the play ended.
The play was a show of the politicians’ power “among the work-
ers”; the plot dealt with the “workers’ struggle” against the
politicians’ enemies; the climax came when the workers ousted
Zagad from the factory. At that point, behind the scenes, politi-
cians ousted Zagad’s friends from government offices; anyone
unfriendly to the politicians was automatically Zagad’s friend.
The union apparatus acted as puppeteer. Union politicians initi-
ated the strikes, prepared the spontaneous demonstrations and
lectured about the solidarity, power and determination of the
working class. It was our role to confirm our solidarity by recit-
ing our scripts, to demonstrate our power by gesturing and to
show our determination by making faces. The play was edu-
cational: its main purpose was to instruct the audience about
their lines, gestures and feelings. The feeling you still express
today: the illusion of autonomy, the illusion that we were defin-
ing our own projects and making our own decisions, was pre-
cisely the illusion the play was designed to communicate. Ani-
mated by the illusion of autonomy we didn’t only perform our
roles with contagious enthusiasm; we also convinced audience
after audience that we genuinely considered the enemies of the
politicians to be our own enemies.

Of course I was taken in as much as you were. The carnival
spirit took hold of everyone. We were all on stage, most of us
for the first time in our lives. Sometimes as many as five pup-
pet shows played for each other. It was impossible to tell who
wasn’t on stage. Like everyone else, I took my role seriously;
I wanted to perform well. When I carried a placard that said,
“The factories to the workers!” I acted as if I meant what it said.
I knew that politicians had arranged the demonstration, that
the union had prepared it. Didn’t I know, then, that my slogan
could only mean, “I support the new boss”? Maybe I knew. But
Ididn’t wish it. Maybe I thought the placards themselves would
give rise to the situation they described. I did feel like an agent,
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in my drafts I didn’t even do that: I only changed the names
of the people I was still with; I was too attached to the other
names to change them. A lot of it would have had to be “fic-
tion” even if the names weren’t because I don’t have Sabina’s
memory.

I was sorry you didn’t mention the experience we shared.
I was sad that you had almost forgotten me. The experience I
shared with you has marked everything I’ve thought and done.
My life begins with it. That experience gave me a standard, a
measure which I applied to all my later experiences and to all
the people I met. Complete persons once picked up a corner of
the world and began to reshape it. From them I learned what
people and activity could be. From them I learned that every
theoretical ideal was a mere combination of words, that every
intellectual Utopia was a reshuffling of present repressions. I
understood the shortcomings of the people I was with because
I had known people without them; I had learned that people
could be more than lifeless checkers waiting to be moved or
removed by superhuman hands.

Luisa had lived through an experience far richer than mine,
yet her demands on the present were far more modest. After
we came here she threw herself into union activity and peace
demonstrations with unqualified enthusiasm; no one could
have guessed that three times in her life she had experienced
eruptions that undermined the world’s foundations. Perhaps
she nursed the illusion that every strike was the beginning
of the general strike, every demonstration the signal for an
insurrection, every movement the outbreak of the revolution.
I threw myself into similar activities, but without the same
enthusiasm. If T had shared Luisa’s exhilaration whenever
the same burned-out mummy was publicly exhibited as the
newest spark, Sabina and Tina wouldn’t have tolerated me.
It’s not that either of them is “conservative” When I compare
Luisa’s personal life to Tina’s I can’t help feeling that Tina is
the subversive. As for Sabina: she rejects convention so un-
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compromisingly that everyone considers her a “crackpot.” To
Sabina, Luisa’s “revolutionary enthusiasm” is merely another
convention. In Sabina’s words, all of Luisa’s attitudes can be
summarized in two short sentences: whenever a worker farts,
the ruling class trembles; whenever a worker pisses, the tidal
waves of revolution begin to flood the world. I've never heard
of two individuals who had less in common.

I ought to admit that most of my seeming “wisdom” is hind-
sight; in the heat of events I'm every bit as hysterical as Luisa.
Only last year there was a large-scale riot here. People burned
stores, broke shop windows and carried home as many loads
as they could carry. I came home with a television; someone
handed it to me and I couldn’t pass it on because everyone
else’s hands were full. Tina came home with a new pair of shoes
which fit her perfectly. The festival turned into a massacre; po-
lice and soldiers murdered a lot of people. Sabina commented,
“At least Tina had good sense” What she meant was, “That’s
all that happened” In purely selfish terms Tina’s shoes were
all we got out of the riot, since I gave my television away the
following day because none of us can stand to watch it. But
I refused to reduce the event to Tina’s shoes. For me the glass
walls of private property had at last been battered by the under-
lying population. The riot was the healthiest move I had seen
the people of this city make in all the twenty years I’ve been
here. I was teaching a university course at the time, and the day
after the rioting ended I arrived in class full of the looting spirit.
I asked which students had taken part in the riot. Then I turned
to one of the students who had not taken part and asked if he
had always been a good boy. It turned out he had, so I asked
if as a boy he hadn’t secretly wished he had joined the more
intelligent kids swimming in the pond instead of sweating in
Sunday school like an obedient poodle in a suit and bow tie.
Predictably, the good boy reported me to the dean and I was
fired next time I went to teach my class. Unlike Yara, none of
my students thought of demonstrating for me. It apparently
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side me on the barricades. I learned that I had helped to “free
the city” only after I met Luisa. And then I “remembered” hav-
ing done that. But it’s not true. I didn’t for a moment believe
that I and the people with whom I built barricades were going
to create a new social activity, invent new modes of transporta-
tion, dream up new ways to relate to each other, to our activity,
to our environment. I knew that gangsters, cops and soldiers
had always governed in the past and I didn’t think anything
I did would keep them from governing in the future. I didn’t
relate any of that to my activity on the barricades. While I
shot and while hundreds like me were killed, we cleared the
streets for the “victorious liberation army.” I didn’t help clear
their path intentionally; I wouldn’t ever have risked my life to
do that. Yet among the thousands you say were “freeing their
city,” there were some who did actually risk their lives in order
to clear the path for the new occupiers. Perhaps they thought
they’d be praised and rewarded by the new masters. Perhaps
they were in fact rewarded. I had met some of them in the re-
sistance organization. I suspect they couldn’t have fought hard
and couldn’t have taken great risks since the dead can’t enjoy
their rewards. But maybe I'm wrong. Maybe like the noblest of
slaves they risked everything, hoping that if they died the new
masters would at least decorate their graves.

You refer to what happened three years later as the most
significant experience in your life. “No outside force defined
our project or made our decisions” You’ve retained this pic-
ture for as long as I retained my picture of a Luisa who rejected
wage labor, the family, the state, a Luisa who rejected all illu-
sions. Yet surely somewhere in your consciousness fragments
of another experience must survive. An “outside force” did in
fact define your project and make your decisions. It was none
other than the politicians who three years earlier had helped
clear away one army in order to make room for another. You
and I merely recited the lines of a script, moved under the con-
trol of a puppeteer. Even the emotions we expressed were pre-
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a state-appointed manager or even the former owner as
their boss; it begins to move downward only when the new
“people’s army” and the revitalized “people’s police” begin to
arrest workers who resist the reimposed boss and peasants
who resist the reimposed landlord, when workers begin to
be killed by “their own” bullets fired from rifles produced in
“their own” plants, when the army and police parade through
the streets with trucks and tanks of a type never before
produced in “the workers’ own” armaments plants. We were
overwhelmed by external forces, by “statists” and by the “fifth
column” At no point was there a trace of rot at our own core.
Maybe a few, very few, of our militants made some mistakes,
but they were minor and insignificant, and everyone makes
mistakes.

I believed what Luisa told me. I had to. She had been there
and I hadn’t. But when she uses the same language and imagery
to describe the resistance which I did take part in, as well as
the coup which cut away half my life, I realize she has done
something drastic to reality: she has cut it out of her memory.

But what happened to you, Sophia? What have you done to
your memory? How can you refer to the resistance by mention-
ing, in one and the same sentence, the “thousands of working
people fighting and dying to free their city” and the “approach
of the liberation armies”? If we fought to free the city, then we
lost; the “liberation army” destroyed the city’s freedom. But if
we fought to free the city, why did we — thousands of us in
the streets, as you say — cheer and dance when the tanks and
soldiers of the “liberation army” marched into the already lib-
erated city? If we fought to liberate the city, why didn’t we
turn our guns on the new occupiers? Why didn’t we shoot the
commanders, fraternize with the soldiers and begin building
our free city? It’s the same, familiar and distorted picture. We
were pure; we fought for freedom. They were despotic; they
fought to enslave us. This picture is false. I was one of those
thousands. I shot to avenge and to kill. So did the people along-
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didn’t occur to them. It didn’t occur to me either since I hated
my job, and my “riot” was the pretext I'd been looking for to
quit.

The riot was a carnival before the professional killers got
into it. But ultimately Sabina was right. A few people got things
they actually needed, and that was all that happened. Most peo-
ple got home with armloads of elephants, like mine, which they
ended up storing in their attics or giving away. The walls of
private property didn’t crumble. Tensions that had built up for
years, for ages, were let out like farts into the already polluted
air. Broken shop windows were replaced by brick walls and
people went back to work to produce more commodities. Then
they again waited in lines to pay for them. Some people made
a fuss about those who had been killed by the army and the
police — rightly so. But sueing the government for killing loot-
ers instead of jailing them isn’t equivalent to expropriating the
exploiters.

I became wise only after the fact. But Luisa! I saw her soon
after the riot. She told me that when the riot broke out she
locked herself up in her house and turned on the radio. When
I expressed amazement, she said the workers she had fought
with had attacked the system of property, not the property it-
self. “What good would it do them to inherit a world in ruins?”
she asked. She stayed away. But the cooler it got outside the
warmer she got. She started to get excited when the army was
called in. And she became her enthusiastic and militant self
when everything was over. That’s when she joined a demon-
stration against police repression. When I saw her, she was
working away in the dingy office of an anti-repression commit-
tee. Everything was over. The “committee” was nothing but a
mop-up operation, the house-cleaning on the day after the big
event. Yet Luisa was in a state of euphoria: she was positively
sick with enthusiasm. For her the revolution was just begin-
ning. I didn’t even try to argue with her. I was polite and indif-
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ferent. I smiled condescendingly. I hadn’t seen her for several
years; I didn’t see her again until your letter came.

I still haven’t answered all your questions. Why did I write
you twelve years ago? I had been looking for someone like you
from the day I arrived here and the people I found weren’t
enough like you to put an end to my search. So I decided to try
to reach you, and in case you couldn’t be found, I tried to reach
the other people in our group. I had just “finished” college (I
should say it finished me: I was expelled). I had taken part in
one of the earliest actions of what was later called the “student
movement,” and it had all come to nothing. In later years that
experience wasn’t even counted as part of the history of the
student movement. But I won’t tell about that now. What both-
ered me at the time wasn’t the fact that no one knew what we
had done, but the nightmarish quality of the experience itself:
I ran with all my might and got nowhere. I couldn’t orient my-
self. I was desperate. It seemed that ever since I'd come here I'd
been seeing only walls: concrete walls, brick walls, metal walls,
all of them too high to see over. I had no idea what happened
on the other side of the walls nor who was behind them. I've
since learned that there are workshops behind the walls, work-
shops where most people spend most of their lives, workshops
which are probably very similar to the prisons where you’ve
spent most of your life. But at that time I only knew that the
walls kept me out, that I was excluded, and I remembered that
once in my life I hadn’t been excluded, that I had known live
individuals and had taken part in meaningful activity; I remem-
bered that once in my life the walls had stopped being impene-
trable and had started to crumble. I thought that if I could only
reach you or the others I'd find a frame of reference.

I waited and waited for an answer, but not a word came.
I'm surprised to learn that Mirna had seen my letter; I had
thought none of my letters had reached their destinations. I
suppose you didn’t see my letter because, you were in prison.
Why didn’t you see it afterwards? Was it lost? And why did she
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magic to an experience I actually lived, an experience I still
remember. You sent me a distorted mirror-image of myself,
similar enough to be recognizable, engaged in activity that
never took place. When I see what you and Luisa did to my
experience I begin to understand what she has done to her
own. She experienced one of the great moments of history and
she suppressed every trace of it from her memory. She saw the
repressed, the maimed and the stunted transform themselves
into human beings who glistened with potentialities, and she
looked away so as not to be blinded. On the barricades she
took part in a project that was completely her own, a project
born with the group engaged in it, a project that would make
all projects possible. For a moment the imaginations of free
individuals roamed through a universe of infinite possibilities,
for a moment the possibility of genuinely human activity
was in everyone’s reach. This was the peak of the revolution;
everything that followed was a steep descent. Yet it is this
moment that’s missing from Luisa’s account. Either she was
looking away or she suppressed it. Instead, she glorifies the
sequence of events that destroyed the possibilities, stunted the
imaginations and maimed the lives of the individuals who had
so briefly been free. Luisa’s “revolution” is still moving upward
when, on the day after the victory, “our militants” met with
ousted and powerless politicians of the ruined state apparatus
and constituted themselves into a “people’s committee”; it
is still moving upward when, instead of launching our own
projects, we return to “our own” factories, busses and trams,
when “our own” militants replace the foremen, managers and
directors; it is still moving upward when we produce “our
own” weapons in “our own” armaments plants. It begins to
move downward only when outside elements using foreign
force betray “our militants” on the “people’s committee” and
transform the committee into a police; when these elements
force “our militants” to convince peasants to give their lands
back to former landlords and to convince workers to accept
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workers began to produce weapons that had never before been
made in those plants. The revolution spread. Peasants ousted
landlords and took over the land.

How did such a sequence of victories end in such over-
whelming defeat? The workers were attacked on two fronts:
Luisa repeats this explanation in your letter. The power of
the forces that oppressed the workers was overwhelming.
The generals built powerful armies abroad; they got aid from
every quarter and the workers got none. Besides which a
fifth column developed internally. The revolution could have
been victorious against one or the other front: it had already
proved itself in its confrontation with the generals. But in the
face of both it was defeated. Luisa’s picture is beautiful, edi-
fying and sad. Everything our side did spread the revolution,
strengthened it, deepened it. Those who worked against it
were outsiders to it, foreign to its spirit, hostile to its project.

Years later, in prison, I met Manuel, a man who had
taken part in that revolution. He had been in prisons and
camps for fourteen years when I met him. He was arrested
by the “people’s” police a few months after the revolutionary
victory against the army, and he spent his life since then
being transferred from one prison or camp to another. His
account of the experience was similar to Luisa’s only to the
extent that it reminded me of the events with which Luisa
had familiarized me. The language was different, but the event
was the same: I recognized it, down to details. What I failed
to recognize was that the fragments Manuel narrated did not
fit into Luisa’s picture at all. I failed to see that the language
was different because it described a different picture. Luisa’s
descriptions of the revolution, the resistance, the uprising in
which you took part, have one thing in common: they are
descriptions of imaginary events. The very language she used
falsified the real events and replaced them with stories that
were profound, complete and edifying only because they were
myths. I can see this now because your letter applied the same
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have to memorize the address; did she know the letter would be
lost? What mystified me most was your statement that Mirna
thought the letter peculiar and “attributed a strange power” to
it. What in the world happened to my letter?

I want to know everything, and in detail. I want to know
about the things you did and the things that were done to you,
about the people you met and the people you liked. I want to
know what you thought about the experiences and the people,
and what you think of them now. I want to know about Yara
and Mirna and about the people I knew twenty years ago.

Your letter made all of us aware of the chasm that separates
your world from ours. None of us believes the official literature
of either side (they’re both in fact the same side: the outside),
but as a result no one knows what to believe. The impenetra-
ble walls I mentioned seem to be the world’s main architecture.
When you’re behind one wall, you can’t know that there’s yet
another wall on the other side of it. As for the people behind
that wall: they simply don’t exist. If one of them nevertheless
appears among us, we’re suspicious: he must be a state agent;
who else could scale both walls? I’ve heard about such state
agents: they knew as little about the people who had been my
comrades as I know about the mannikins at a debutante’s ball,
and they were every bit as contemptuous. We do learn some-
thing from them: when you hear a horror story often enough
you start to assume it’s true, although that’s a poor way to de-
termine what’s true, especially if you know that the repetition
of lies is the propagandist’s stock in trade.

I was dumbfounded when you said that at one point you
felt homesick for prison. I have to admit I'm one of the many
who fear arrest and dread imprisonment. In spite of my brief
experience with jails I still imagine prison life as consisting
of long lines of silent men and women pulling iron balls and
chains. Luisa reminded me that the conditions of workers are
often similar to those of convicts serving long prison terms,
and that these conditions stimulate feelings of mutual aid, soli-

33



darity as well as shared goals and lifelong friendships. A person
who is dumbfounded by their solidarity, their camaraderie, is
not one of them but an alien, an outsider, possibly an enemy:. I
genuinely hope you won’t regard me an outsider, or what you
called an “imbecile”

All my encouragement and admiration go out to you, to
Yara, to Mirna, to all your still-imprisoned comrades. And if
you couldn’t hide your impatience for an answer, I won’t even
try to hide mine.

Love,
Sophia.
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worker avenging the death of his comrades, perhaps comrades
I had shot some minutes or hours earlier. Even the foreman
was gone; he had been killed by “our side,” the day after the
rising; someone had shouted “Kill the dirty collaborator!” and
several people had aimed and shot him as if he had been a dis-
eased dog; if I had been there I would have been among the
first to shoot. Perhaps the man who shouted “Kill the collabo-
rator” was a truck driver; perhaps some two years earlier he
had driven a truck in the back of which two old workers were
transported to a camp.

Luisa’s inspiring narrative left no room for such specula-
tions. I forgot about my resistance experiences when I listened
to her describe the day when, nine years earlier, the army
started to attack the population it supposedly defended. In
response to the attack, the people rose; men, women, boys
and girls, employed and unemployed workers began arming
themselves and building barricades. The isolated cogs of the
social machine became a community of human beings held
together by a common project, a common goal: to defend
their city and to build a new world, their own world. In my
experience such a project had been neither the intention nor
the outcome. But I wished it had been both, and I believed
Luisa. Furthermore the three of you were living proof of the
new world; at least all the proof I needed.

The climax of the story was the victory. The army was de-
feated. The old order crumbled. The revolution had triumphed
at last. And the population was transformed. On the barricades
and in the battles the passive, submissive and repressed under-
class turned into a community of independent individuals. At
that point a steady, unbroken process began. Churches were
turned into nurseries and schools and meeting houses. Prisons
were destroyed. Workers occupied the factories where they had
worked and began to operate them on their own, without own-
ers or managers. Busses and trams were operating normally
only a few days after the victory. In the armaments factories
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After all, for several months I had used all my time and en-
ergy hiding weapons, preparing for this event; I didn’t expect
less from others. The only emotion I felt during those three
days — an emotion whose memory traces were later driven
underground by Luisa’s edifying story — was a bloodthirsty
desire for revenge. Building the barricades was a profound ex-
perience, a social project as you call it, even a type of popular
architecture. And I genuinely enjoyed the work in ways that
the routinized, institutionalized daily work can’t be enjoyed.
But the project was marred by its purpose. I worked enthusias-
tically, but my mind was on the enemy: I looked forward, not to
the completion of the common project, but to the attack. And
when they attacked, my sociability and my architectural inter-
est vanished. I had only one goal: to lodge every single bullet
in a uniformed body. At first I shot to avenge my parents. Later
I just shot; my only concern was to hit.

I can already hear, “But that’s not just you; that’s war.” Yes
it is. It’s just war. If we take it so much for granted, why do
we suppress every memory of it? A few months earlier I had
stolen the groceries of poor old women and I had been a vicious
thief, a bully. Now I murdered dozens of human beings, most
of them workers, many of them hardly older than I, and I was
a hero. I haven’t been proud of my thefts, but I never felt the
need to suppress them from my memory. As for the deeds that
made me a hero: I couldn’t flee from them fast enough. I had
to suppress them, replace them with other deeds — and even
then I wasn’t self-assured in my hero’s pride.

Luisa helped me suppress my memory of the real uprising.
She helped me drive out of my consciousness the shots, the
falling bodies and the expressions on their faces. I met Luisa
only a few days after the rising, when I was hired at the carton
plant. Claude Tamnich, Vera Neis and Adrian Povrshan were
also hired at that time. The rising had created lots of vacan-
cies. Several workers had been killed by a single grenade as
they were leaving the plant. It was probably thrown by a young
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Yarostan’s second letter

Dear Sophia,

My picture of you was hazy when I wrote you last time but
now I remember you as if I had been with you only yesterday.
No one who had known you twenty years ago could fail to rec-
ognize you. You wrote me a warm, comradely letter. I'd like
to answer in the same spirit. I'd like at least to be polite. But
twenty years have passed. Everyone around me has changed.
Your picture of yourself as you are today is disturbingly similar
to the person you thought you were twenty years ago. What
I recognize in your letter is not the event we experienced to-
gether but an event we never experienced. I wrote to a living
person and was answered by an imaginary person celebrating
an event that never took place.

I admit that I once shared the illusion your letter celebrates.
Twenty years ago you and I were like children who saw a group
of people digging in a field and ran to join them. They were
chanting. We misunderstood the chant; we failed to hear the
suffering and resignation. We thought they were singing out of
joy. We found spades and dug with them. We sang more loudly
than the rest until one of them turned to us and asked, “Don’t
you know what you’re doing?” Sophia, don’t you remember
that terrified face wrinkled with pain? “Look over there,” he
said, pointing toward rifles aimed at the group. We had joined
a group of prisoners sentenced to die; we were helping them
dig the mass grave into which they were to be thrown after
they were shot. How can you have retained only the memory
of the moment when we joyfully sang alongside them? Is it
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possible that after twenty years you still don’t know what we
helped them do?

I was disappointed by your letter and infinitely more disap-
pointed by Luisa. Maybe you were too young and full of life
to grasp the nature of what you call your key experience. But
I can’t make myself believe that Luisa — the Luisa I thought
I knew — could nurse an illusion of this magnitude for two
decades. That’s why I'm sending this letter to your address in-
stead of hers.

When [ started reading your letter I was overjoyed at hav-
ing reached both of you. By the second or third page my joy
turned to disbelief. I started again. My impression was con-
firmed. You locate your birth, your starting point, in the event
that tore me apart; your growth coincides with my destruction.
And Luisa encourages you! Only Sabina seems to be aware of
what happened even though she was only twelve at the time.
Maybe my inability to recognize the Luisa in your letter is sim-
ilar to your inability to remember what we did together. I too
nursed an illusion for many years, an illusion of a person called
Luisa whose only common trait with the real Luisa was her
name. I preserved my portrait of Luisa during my first prison
term; no investigators could take it from me, no torturers could
mar it. I admired and respected this Luisa. I loved her. She was
the guide who led me unharmed through all the suffering, the
hopelessness, the horror. She was my first real teacher. Every
one of Luisa’s comments, from the words about the approach of
liberation armies to the description of Jan Sedlak as a hothead,
disfigured the picture I had guarded so carefully. My “Luisa” is
now in shreds. You rid me of an illusion. My imaginary “Luisa”
is shattered and fragments of a different person are returning
to my memory. These fragments had been suppressed during
the years when the mythical Luisa was the only Luisa I remem-
bered. The return of the fragments suggests that I once knew a
different Luisa from the one whose portrait I preserved; I once
knew a person disturbingly similar to the one in your letter. I
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the foreman was Jasna Zbrkova. When I finally did get a job
there after the war she called me “the vagabond who was
caught oversleeping” I returned to the plant that evening; I
wanted to thank Titus. Instead, he thanked me for waiting for
him. He asked if I would have been willing to work there if
there had been an opening. I had never thought of working.
I told him my parents had done nothing else with their lives
and in the end were taken away in the back of a truck.

Titus introduced me to his friends. One of them housed me;
others took turns feeding me. They were all workers. They all
begged me to stop stealing; they said it would endanger their
organization; the police would come looking for me and would
arrest all of them. I stopped. But then I had nothing to do. I at-
tended all the organization meetings but was bored to tears.
When they argued I stared into space; nothing they ever said
had anything to do with me. They used words like “revolution”
and “liberation,” but in such strange ways; they seemed like
exotic merchants screeching and tearing each others’ hair be-
cause one had cheated the other in a transaction that had taken
place years ago in a different part of the world. (Later on I took
part in such discussions; in retrospect I consider my first re-
action to have been the healthier one.) I wasn’t idle very long.
The war was nearing its end. The word “liberation” began to be
used in increasingly comprehensible ways. It started to mean
rifles, grenades, bullets. When it was learned that I was famil-
iar with hiding places in every part of the city I no longer had
time to steal or to stare into space during meetings.

The three days and three nights of the rising were the high
point of my life. All the elements I later heard Luisa describe
were present; they are probably elements of every popular up-
rising. But there were other elements, sinister ones; Luisa later
helped me suppress them; she helped me remember those three
days as if they had been the first three days of the revolution
she had experienced. Yes, the cooperation, the sociability and
the comradeship were all there. But I took all this for granted.
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a permanent guest and I knew they couldn’t afford to feed me.

Secondly, and I now think unjustly, I felt that just below their
kindness and generosity they feared I would sooner or later
stain them.

Ileft my “home town” and I've never felt the slightest desire
to return there, even for a visit. I walked all the way to the city,
sleeping in fields and barns, eating fruits and raw vegetables
on the way. When I got here I roamed the streets like a stray
dog, sleeping in doorways and alleys. In winter I pried open
basement windows. My last “stolen home” was the storeroom
of a factory, a vast gallery full of sheets and rolls of cardboard. I

survived by stealing — not from the occupiers nor from the rich.

One day I saw a boy my age running along the sidewalk; he
snatched an old woman’s grocery bag without slowing down
or even losing a step and disappeared. I practiced for several
hours with a garbage bag, I acquired a “skill” and I went out to
the world to earn my living.

One morning I overslept. I didn’t wake up until a man
pulled me by the ear and shouted hysterically: “How did you
get in here, you lousy vagabond? I'll take you straight to the
police” Others ran in from the workshop. One of them ran up
to my torturer and shouted, “Let the boy go!” “I will not! He’s
going straight to the police!” the man shouted back, pulling
my ear so hard I thought it would break; I later learned he was
the foreman. The group surrounded the foreman; my defender
planted himself right in front of him. The foreman left my
burning ear alone and grabbed me by the arm. My defender
then said, “He’s a friend of mine; he’s looking for work; I asked
him to meet me here. It’s freezing outside and you can see he’s
not dressed for it. Would you stand and wait in the cold if you
were able to come inside?” The foreman visibly didn’t believe
a word of it, but he let my arm go; he couldn’t prove anything
except that I had found my way out of the cold, and besides, he
was surrounded. That evening I learned my defender’s name:
Titus Zabran. One of the people in the group that surrounded
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knew such a person and rejected her because she wasn’t some-
one I could admire, respect or love. The years of separation an-
nihilated the traces left by the real person; the imaginary Luisa
evicted the living Luisa from my memory.

I’'m making this tedious effort to understand the workings
of my memory so as to gain some insight into yours. Could
it be that what you describe as our common experience was
only partly a real event and mainly your own invention? Could
it be that your illusory past experience was so gratifying, so
complete, that in time you suppressed every trace of the real
event? If so, and if you’re attached to your illusion, then you
don’t have to read any further; the rest of this letter may have
the same effect on you as yours had on me: my shattered illu-
sion is being replaced by painful, long-suppressed memories;
I'm seeing people and events I had warded off for two decades.

I was only fifteen when Titus Zabran first introduced me
to your house. He and Luisa both worked at the carton plant. I
had met Titus a year earlier, just before the end of the war; we
were both in a resistance group that fought against the occupy-
ing army. I remember, even without your reminder, that Titus
did not introduce me to a mother and her daughters. He intro-
duced me to three women: Luisa, a woman in her late twen-
ties; Sophia — you must have been twelve or thirteen — and lit-
tle Sabina, nine or ten. You addressed each other by your first
names, as equals. You and Sabina had prepared supper for all
of us. Luisa asked Sabina if there was anything she could do
to help, and the little girl answered with self-assurance: “Just
sit down and talk; everything is ready.” I was fascinated. I had
never before experienced such a total absence of authority in
relations between children and adults.

In retrospect it might be more accurate to say that I was en-
tranced. I fell under a spell. I started to create my mythical pic-
ture of the three of you from the moment I met you. From then
on I saw, heard and felt only those expressions and gestures
that fitted with the imaginary creatures you had already be-
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come. I suppressed everything that conflicted with my picture.
The suppressed elements remained somewhere in my memory,
buried under the myth. These elements are returning now, per-
fectly preserved but fragmentary. They had never been more
than fragments.

I was drawn to your house like a bee to flowers, first once
a week, then two and even three times. I plied Luisa with ques-
tions about the revolution in which she had taken part ten
years earlier. I couldn’t hear enough about it. Titus had also
taken part in it, but I didn’t ask him any questions. Whenever
he made a comment, it consisted of vast historical generaliza-
tions. He referred to people and events that were unfamiliar to
me and I was bored, confused and embarrassed to be so igno-
rant. I didn’t only want to learn about that revolution; I wanted
to learn it from Luisa. I understood every word she spoke. Her
descriptions were so clear, so vivid that as she spoke I imag-
ined I was taking part in the events she described. She helped
me live those events by comparing them to experiences I had
myself lived.

Luisa compared the day of the outbreak of the revolution
with the first day of the resistance, when my neighbors and
friends ran out of their houses armed and filled with enthusi-
asm, the day when I helped build a barricade and then helped
defend it. Nine years separated the two events, and in Luisa’s
descriptions that was all that separated them. I knew then as
clearly as I know now that the two events had nothing in com-
mon except the barricades. To Luisa they had everything in
common; the two events were one and the same. Yet this didn’t
bother me. Her comparison helped me understand. Groups of
people who had never engaged in any activity together — some
of them former acquaintances from the neighborhood or fac-
tory, most of them complete strangers — became the best of
friends in an instant. They suddenly had everything in com-
mon: apprehensions as well as hopes, immediate tasks as well
as distant projects. And I was one of them. I transferred the
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resistance experiences I had lived a year earlier to the revolu-
tionary experience Luisa had lived. I became a member of a
fighting community, an equal among people who were freeing
themselves, a comrade among workers determined to destroy
the repressive world. I was no longer the lousy kid, the vagrant,
the lumpen I had been during the war.

I wasn’t proud of what I'd been earlier; my recent past was
out of place in the world the three of you inhabited, that myth-
ical world where I myself lodged you. You wanted to know
about my “heroic” experiences during the resistance but I never
told you about them. Luisa helped me forget them; she helped
me transform the real events of my life into imaginary events
which I “experienced” only while listening to Luisa’s stories.

My parents were taken away shortly before the war ended.
I was supposed to hide in the coal bin of the house across the
street. But I stood by the basement window and watched as
they were escorted out of our house and helped to the back
of a truck. They had both worked in factories. They’d just
come home from work; it was dusk. Earlier that day, when my
neighbors had forced me into the bin, I insisted on knowing
why. They “explained” that my mother’s father had been
Jewish. This explanation told me nothing. My parents had
never discussed politics or religion or anything at all except
the amount of money left to meet the week’s expenses. The
explanation I understood was written on my neighbors’ faces:
my parents were stained. I was stained. All the neighbors
watched as my parents were taken away. Those who couldn’t
see from the windows came out of their houses to look. No
one did anything or said anything. It was like a funeral. All
the faces were sad, yet they all expressed something other
than sadness: they were relieved they didn’t have Jewish
grandfathers.

My neighbors, as poor as my parents and nervous as squir-
rels, had already gotten false papers proving I was their son.
But I couldn’t stay on with them. They weren’t used to having
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known that only certain types of apples were selling for an
exaggeratedly high price and he wouldn’t have erred by bring-
ing the wrong apples to the market. But he wasn’t as famil-
iar with politicians as with apples. He didn’t grasp the sub-
tle differences between politicians; he didn’t even know there
were such differences. To him all politicians were the same. He
lacked the system of classification of this commodity. This is
what caused him to err. He mistakenly placed his expectations
on a commodity of the right class, even the right genus, but the
wrong species. He never understood his error.

My words didn’t inform Sedlak about my past experiences
or my hopes or my determination to struggle for a different
world. They informed him about the characteristics and the po-
tential selling price of a commodity. I thought that by commu-
nicating those experiences and formulating those arguments I
was ceasing to be a tool of my environment, a mere object in
a world of objects. Yet the end result of my activity was a com-
plete inversion of my intentions: I succeeded only in defining
myself as a specific type of object.

My point isn’t to expose a peasant’s motives or idiosyn-
crasies but to understand what happened to the hopes and
projects I once shared with you when I tried to communicate
them to other human beings. How did others perceive me, my
project and my past experience? Was Sedlak’s perception of
me distorted? Or was it my self-perception that was distorted?
He recognized the pedagogue behind the speechmaker, the
politician behind the pedagogue, and the repressive machinery
of the state behind the politician. He recognized the political
rhetoric as the main attribute of today’s rulers. It was I who
didn’t understand the nature of my activity. I only understood
it in terms of my intentions, as you still do today. At that
time I shared your present commitment. That’s why you’re
right when you compare my release after my first prison term
with your experience after you emigrated. Both of us lacked
and tried to reconstitute the project we had shared. I saw the
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The same letter wouldn’t have been so cruel if you’d sent it
from jail. I would have understood your anger, your desire to
destroy my frame of reference. I would have understood it as
resentment against someone who is not in jail. But you didn’t
write from jail. You wrote from a situation that’s far happier
than mine. You described a world which is again in ferment, a
social context which is alive with hopes and possibilities. You
described exactly the experience I longed to learn about and
share, the experience that would heal the open wound I've car-
ried in my being since I was torn from you. And you excluded
me from that experience. Yours wasn’t a letter from one in jail
but from one becoming free and it was sent to one who is still
in jail. Instead of sharing the joy, the promise of new life, you
spat on me, pushed me aside, discarded me. Why?

I recognize the pain and suffering you’ve undergone. I say
“recognize” because in your description I saw my own pain and
suffering. The forms were different, though sometimes not so
different; the pain was communicated by your letter because I
had felt it too. I also recognized the bitterness, a bitterness  had
felt toward those who inflicted the pain, never toward others
who suffered from it. The cold, calculated cruelty is what I can’t
understand, a cruelty aimed at “a fellow human being” asking
for help in “this bizarre world,” as you said with such a different
spirit in your first letter.

Do you actually think the suffering excuses and justifies
that cruelty, that inhumanity toward me? Inhumanity. I can’t
find a better word. A complete lack of human warmth, under-
standings sympathy, comradeship. A cold, dispassionate dis-
section of an animal. Under the guise of unmasking what you
call my illusions, you tear apart my past experiences, my com-
mitments, my few accomplishments and all my dreams.

Wouldn'’t silence be the most appropriate response to your
letter? That might be what you expect. You would have severed
me from your life for good, and my silence would confirm the
truth of your analysis. But I won’t keep silent! I won’t let our
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correspondence end where you ended it. Because you’re wrong.
You’re wrong about me, about the friendships and experiences
I shared with you, about yourself. Your cruelty is blind and un-
just. Iwon’t be silent until I show you how wrong you are. And
if you throw my letter into the garbage unread, you won’t have
confirmed the truth of your analysis but its complete falsity and
its cruelty.

Unfortunately I can’t refute you point by point, I can’t ex-
pose every false detail and erroneous judgment in your letter
because I can’t get myself to read your letter yet another time.
I've already drenched it with tears twice. Tears of shame and
humiliation. This wasn’t the only time I was excluded from my
world by my comrades. It’s probably not the last. But this ex-
clusion pushes me out of the one world I thought was mine;
you’re the single friend who, I thought, would never push me
away.

You can’t simply turn my own experience upside down and
tell me I remembered it wrong. You're the one who is wrong.
If I carried a sign that said, “The factories to the workers!” I
didn’t mean “I support my new boss!” If this was what you
meant then you were a hypocrite and your letter is a confession
of your own hypocrisy. But you know perfectly well that nei-
ther you nor any of our friends anticipated the establishment of
new bosses, the reinforcement of prisons or the enlargement of
the political police. How can you be so absurd? How can your
imagination even formulate the bizarre vision of thousands of
people joyfully and enthusiastically anticipating their own in-
carceration?

I think it’s not Luisa or I who have lost touch with real-
ity, but you. I think your mind is fogged by a terrible confu-
sion. Your first letter already contained hints of it, when you
treated inmates and guards as interchangeable. You seem to
have lost your ability to distinguish victory from defeat, execu-
tioner from victim. Our activity was followed by our imprison-
ment. Your confusion begins when you modify this sentence
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which buyers were willing to pay the highest price. He hadn’t
lost the commercial instincts of peasants whose productive ac-
tivity is oriented to the market. He was also aware that politi-
cians had become the diamonds and caviar on the market of
human commodities. My attempts to communicate with him
had merely informed him that I was a commodity of this type.
His enthusiasm for the marriage was motivated by a combina-
tion of traditional and commercial considerations. Tradition-
ally the husband or wife of a villager had to be strong and
healthy; the same standard was applied to cows and horses.
A sick cow or a weak horse would constitute a burden; what
was desired was an animal that would contribute to the mainte-
nance of the peasant household and would assure the survival
of the parents in old age. Sedlak applied this standard in the
conditions of the society in which he found himself. The hus-
band still had to be healthy and strong but these requirements
lost their physical meaning and referred to commercial qual-
ities. Thus healthy became equivalent to marketable, namely
the quality of being useful to specific potential buyers. He had
to be strong, not physically but commercially, in the quantita-
tive sense of commanding a high price, as opposed to a weak
ordinary commodity the low quality of which is proved by its
low price. Consequently for Sedlak the marriage was a shrewd
commercial transaction; he sold his daughter in exchange for
an anticipated future which would more than recompense his
original investment. He made only one mistake in his calcula-
tions, and considering the limits of his knowledge of the mar-
ket his error was really very minor. His main estimates were
all precise. The conditions of the market were exactly those he
surmised: today’s buyers do in fact pay more for politicians
than for any other human commodity; our century is after all
the golden age of the political racketeer. And thanks to Luisa I
was in fact a commodity of that genus. His only miscalculation
was caused by his lack of familiarity with the specific commod-
ity in question. If apples had been in question he would have
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Professors of insurrection are not insurgents. Later in this
letter T'll try to describe what I think they are. Most people
know this. For example when Mirna read your letter she re-
marked that your friend Ron reminded her of her brother. Ron
rejected wage labor, private property, education and his family
through concrete acts; he fought against these institutions in
his daily practice. Ron was an insurgent whereas you and Luisa
are pedagogues, missionaries. You recognize the contradictory
nature of such pedagogy in your description of your academic
friend Daman but you don’t seem to recognize it in Luisa or in
yourself.

To Mirna’s father I was neither a drunkard nor a thief nor
much of a rebel. I went to work on time, drove the scheduled
route, didn’t get drunk and never tried to borrow the bus. Sed-
lak had no trouble at all understanding what I was in his world:
a political pedagogue. And in his world such people were not
bus drivers but politicians. He recognized me, not because of
my birth or my social function but because of my behavior. He
knew that in his world political philosophers didn’t long re-
main peasants or bus drivers; they were eventually transferred
to rungs on the ladders of union bureaucracies or government
bureaucracies. When I tried to communicate my intentions he
only heard me express the aspirations of a politician. All he saw
in my gestures was the ability to satisfy such aspirations. And
he related to me in terms of the way he saw me, not in terms of
the projects and possibilities I thought I was communicating to
him. I've already told you that he was very enthusiastic about
my marriage to Mirna. His enthusiasm can’t be explained by
the fact that he liked me nor by the fact that he had fallen in
love with my dreams and hopes, my projects, my past experi-
ences. He was a generous and warm person but he was also
a shrewd, calculating and observant peasant. The years of bus
driving hadn’t deprived him of the peasant’s ability to orient
himself to the village market. He could still sense the precise
moment when the price of his commodity rose; he still knew
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ever so slightly and say: our activity led to our imprisonment.
Having put it this way you conclude that our activity was the
cause of our imprisonment and that we were our own judges
and guards, and the builders of our own prisons.

If our struggle was followed by the reinstatement of factory
bosses and prison guards, then this means our struggle came
to nothing. We were defeated. Our intentions were thwarted.
In no way does it mean that the bosses and guards are the fruit
of our victory and the realization of our intentions. The bosses
and guards are what we fought against. And they won. Not
because of us but in spite of us. To cement their victory they
had to jail us. This is so obvious!

The world you walked into when you were released from
prison wasn’t the world I fought for, no matter how often
you say I helped build it. Does it show a single trace of
my commitment, yours, Luisa’s? Where are the destroyed
prisons? Where’s the rubble of former government buildings?
Where are the human beings engaged in projects chosen by
themselves, without supervisors or guards? The world you
describe hasn’t a trace of the world I fought for. What you
describe is the very world I fought to destroy. Don’t you
recognize it? You should. Your descriptions of it were vivid
enough. It’s the world of wage labor and capital, the world of
inmates and jailers. It’s the world you and I were born into.
We couldn’t possibly have helped build this world: it was built
before we were born.

If you claim this world was the outcome of our struggle, you
have to admit it’s been the outcome of every struggle. So far
there’s been no other outcome in history. It’s the outcome of
struggles in which those who fought against it lost. They were
defeated, as we were. You build your whole argument by omit-
ting this small detail: the defeat. It’s this omission that enables
you to say that the world of bosses and jailers was rebuilt, not
by those who fought to reinstate it and won, but by those who
fought to destroy it and lost.
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If this is what you learned in prison, then prison is not
the great school Tolstoy said it was. Or else you learned your
lessons very badly. Can you really be saying that insurgents
only rise against the ruling order so as to reimpose it? Can you
really be saying that the only dreams of rebels are dreams of au-
thority and submission? You even accuse me of having helped
deform dreams and destroy possibilities. What dreams were de-
formed, suppressed, destroyed? Clearly not the dreams of reim-
posing authority but the dreams of destroying it. You admit
that insurgents fought to destroy the world of jailers. Yet you
say they reimposed that very world. How? By fighting against
it, by fighting to realize their dream of a world without jailers?
Is this paradox the ultimate wisdom of a prison education?

I don’t really understand your letter. Parts of it are so full
of resentment, all of it aimed against Luisa and me. Other parts
are so full of compassion, especially your descriptions of Mirna.
You said Jan moved out of the house when you and Mirna were
married. He felt like an outsider to your happiness. If you be-
gan to treat him the way your letter treats me, I can understand
perfectly why he left. You drove him out, just as you’re driving
me out of your life. I'm sure he didn’t feel jealous or resentful,
just confused and stunned. Until the day before yesterday he’d
been your best friend; suddenly he was a stranger. You wrote
the first letter to one who had once been a friend, a comrade,
and more: someone you had loved. Why shouldn’t I remind
you? You've obviously forgotten; in your first letter you even
said you hardly remembered me! Well, I haven’t forgotten. I
can understand how I might become a stranger to you over so
many years; I can even understand that we might have become
enemies. What I can’t understand is how you can treat me as if
I’d been your enemy then, precisely during the moment when
we loved each other. And we did love each other. Passionately.
You can’t discard that. It’s already inscribed in time. You can’t
take that love from me no matter how often you accuse me,
exclude me or insult me. Because the person I loved is not the
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subject of which I've forgotten, he told me he had never real-
ized how much of a missionary I was. He treated my arguments
as attempts to convert his family to a religion. I didn’t try to
understand his attitude. Later, when he and I worked together,
I didn’t draw any conclusions from the blatant difference be-
tween his behavior and mine. Like your friend Ron he flouted
authority, didn’t submit to discipline, avoided work whenever
possible and stole as much as he could. Also like Ron and unlike
you and me he didn’t argue, he didn’t try to convert anyone to
his Utopia, he made no attempt to communicate his past experi-
ences to others. I didn’t learn the significance of Jan’s hostility
until several years later, when it had long been too late to let
him know I finally understood what he had tried to tell me. My
activity during those heated after-dinner arguments was not
communication; it was missionary activity. It was exactly the
type of activity that takes place in that school you described;
it couldn’t generate a community but only destroy it. I acted
toward my hosts and future relatives as a priest, a professor,
a pedagogue. My mind had transformed my past experiences
into revelations of truth and I professed this truth in order to
convert Mirna, her father and if possible even her mother. I had
convinced myself that as soon as I communicated this truth
from my head to theirs they would spread it further.

Every evening after dinner I launched into a tirade against
one or another type of sold activity, usually bus driving. What
Mirna’s father heard was a tirade, a lecture, which referred only
marginally to his own activity as bus driver and which had
nothing at all to do with rebellion or insurrection. He knew peo-
ple who rebelled in various ways: some came to work drunk,
others damaged or wrecked busses, yet others used their busses
on weekends for family outings. He may have sympathized
with all of them and he understood they were all rebels in some
sense. I clearly wasn’t like them. My discourses on the need to
abolish vehicles were not rebellion but pedagogy.
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past, my experience with you and my understanding of Luisa’s
experience as a standard of comparison, as a stark contrast to
the world into which I was released. The four years in prison
only strengthened my desire to communicate this experience
to others. Like you, I wanted to bring my earlier experience
back to life; I looked for comrades with whom to resume the
same struggle. Like you, I didn’t want to become a “blind tool
of the world that surrounded me. I saw through that world, I
saw it as a cage, because I had experienced an outside, a Utopia,
because I had struggled together with others to realize a differ-
ent world.

This was my outlook when I embraced Mirna and her par-
ents. I saw them as the common people, as typical examples of
the broadest sector of the working population. I was convinced
that if T could communicate my project to these few people they
would themselves communicate it to all those like them and
the revolutionary project would spread like a tidal wave. I was
convinced that in time Mirna’s father would translate into his
own language his understanding that the constraints and the
deadening routine were not imposed by nature like the cycle
of planting and harvesting but were socially imposed, largely
because he and his likes consented daily to reproduce the con-
straint and the routine. I was sure he’d find his own words for
expressing his understanding that he and his likes had the abil-
ity to end the infernal routine and the ability to project and
build an altogether different world. I was also convinced that
Mirna would easily grasp that marriage, childbirth and house-
keeping were not her lot, that those activities couldn’t continue
if she and her likes didn’t submit to them. I was convinced
that as soon as she translated this understanding into her own
words she would communicate it to others like her, and a new
field of possibilities would open up.

When Jan still lived at the Sedlak house I sensed a certain
hostility toward my arguments. Though I knew he agreed with
me, he never supported me. Once, after a long argument the
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person who wrote those accusations. The person I loved was
present in your letter, not in your statements about me but in
your descriptions of Mirna. I recognized your love for me in
your love for Mirna. I recognized the evening walks, the con-
versations, even the expectation that working people would
soon join us, embrace us and dance with us in the street. If you
tried to present yourself to me as a completely different person
from the one I once knew, you failed. You made me want to be
Mirna. Not in spite of your bitterness toward me but because
of it. The Sophia in your letter is a treacherous wretch who
caused you only pain and suffering, whereas Mirna is a wonder-
ful, unspoiled creature who brings you happiness. Could any
conceivable reader of your letter want to be Sophia? I don’t. I
want to be the one who shares the embrace as well as the hap-
piness; I want to be on the street with you when the dancing
begins. Even to the point of consenting to marriage? Oh, but
you’ve disposed of that question altogether. Yes, under the cir-
cumstances: if 'm a shepherdess, a village girl, yes. To share
the happiness. I don’t want to be an outsider to that happiness.
I don’t want to be excluded. Why can’t you share it with me?
I don’t begrudge your moments of happiness with Mirna. On
the contrary, I found joy in your descriptions of them because
I found myself. How could I help it? I was exactly the same
age when I knew you as Mirna was when you met her. You
were younger for me, but for me you haven’t aged. And the
joy you described was recognizable to me because I, too, had
experienced it once, though only once in my life — with you.
Pain and suffering predominated in your life. Does that jus-
tify the pain your letter inflicts on me? Pain predominated in
my life too; it was undoubtedly less intense than yours, but my
moments of happiness were also less intense and fewer than
the ones you’ve described. My relationship to you, my partic-
ipation in the project we shared with others, account for the
happiest moments of my life. Why do you want to take that
away from me now? Don’t you see that your argument puts
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the guilt on Luisa and me because you spent twelve years of
your life in prison and we didn’t? Can’t you see the absurdity
of accusing slaves of enslaving themselves through the very
act of trying to free themselves? Can’t you remember that my
project was to destroy the world that caused your suffering,
not to reimpose it?

Can’t you recognize my project in the agitation taking
place around you while you wrote me? The people tearing
down the signs, the tapestries — where did they come from?
Did they drop from the sky? You admit they didn’t. You admit
they’re the same individuals who were nothing but moving
corpses only yesterday. Today empty shells are suddenly
becoming full of life, imagination and potentiality. Dreams
are once again becoming realizable. Where did that life and
those dreams come from? You don’t say. But I know those
dreams didn’t suddenly drop from the sky any more than the
people did. They’re dreams that have been suppressed, dreams
that were held inside until the day when they could again be
expressed. They’re my dreams and Luisa’s and yours. What
you're describing is the rebirth of our struggle, our project,
our hopes. Why are you so intent on excluding us — all of
us: Vera, Marc, Jasna, Titus, Adrian and Claude? Were we so
criminal for having tried and failed where no one else has yet
succeeded?

The walls that are crumbling around you today were the
prisons that suppressed our struggle. Why are you trying to
prove that we ourselves imprisoned our own hopes, that we
were the tombs of our dreams? I don’t understand! Without
that struggle, without that project we’re nothing. Your letter
abounds in imagery that shows how well you understand this:
without those dreams we’re corpses, shells, husks, instruments,
machines. If you raze the rest of us to the ground you may
find yourself standing very high, Yarostan, but not in a human
community.
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ted you couldn’t believe a world we had helped build could
have degenerated into such a primitive torture chamber. I don’t
know what he told you but I know that some of the experiences
I have undergone are difficult to put into words. I suspect that
your greatest injustice to him was to think he was lying.

The fate of your letter illustrates a point I'm trying to make.
What is the relation between the intentions of our acts and the
significance our acts have to others? How do others understand
and respond to our words and gestures? Mirna’s response to
your letter illustrates that this relations