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Foreword by Jan Pešek  

This year in August, the Slovaks and Czechs remember what 

happened fifty years ago: the Czechoslovak Spring of 1968 and 

its brutal end by Warsaw Pact troops. The Czechoslovak Spring 

has been well researched, or so the knowledgeable Western 

reader might think. This latest biography of Alexander Dubček 

by the Swiss political scientist and historian Josette Baer, a re-

nowned specialist on Czechoslovak and Slovak history and po-

litical thought, presents a new approach to the political history 

of Slovakia and Czechoslovakia. As the first non-Slovak histo-

rian, Baer investigates two crucially important chapters of Slo-

vak history that so far have been under-researched: the years 

of the Pre-Spring from 1963 to 1968 and the years of the so-

called Normalization (1969–1989).  

The liberalization of the Czechoslovak Communist regime 

began in 1963 with Dubček’s election as First Secretary of the 

Slovak Communist Party KSS; the Czechoslovak Spring origi-

nated in Bratislava and, with Dubček’s election to First Secre-

tary of the Czechoslovak Communist Party KSČ in January 1968, 

the way for the reformers was free. Baer focuses on Dubček’s 

career in the KSS in the 1960s and his dissent in the 1970s. After 

the Communist Party had relieved him from all functions in 

Party and state, Dubček, the former most powerful politician of 

Czechoslovakia, found employment at the State Forestry in Bra-

tislava. The State Security Service StB monitored him and his 

family every day, exerting psychological terror to the maxi-

mum. The Normalization regime under General Secretary KSČ 

and President in personal union Gustáv Husák wanted to delete 

Dubček and his reform course from Czechoslovak collective 

memory – an endeavour that was not only unsuccessful but 
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would backfire in November 1989: the Communist Party was 

brought down in 10 days by the people, who had not forgotten 

Dubček and his attempt at Socialism with a Human Face.  

Baer’s biography closes important gaps in international 

and interdisciplinary scholarship about the Czechoslovak 

Spring. Her book is a must-read for everybody interested in the 

history of Central Europe in the 20th Century and the history of 

European Communism alike. 

Jan Pešek, Bratislava, August 2018 
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X.  Introduction1 

X. 1  Alexander Dubček – Naïve Apparatchik, Inde-

pendent Thinker, Courageous Reformer,  

or Political Dreamer?  

“From him radiated what one calls the magic of charisma. He con-

quered people by taking a genuine interest in them and with a pure 

and direct smile. From his eyes sprang kindness and benevolence. He 

was not ashamed to admit that he did not know a thing. He was not a 

convincing speaker, rather the opposite, but it was wonderful that 

people believed him. For the first time, a Communist leader stood be-

fore the people who, they felt, had a human heart.”2 

The former most powerful politician of Czechoslovakia was a 

pensioner, living quietly in Bratislava, when the Velvet Revolu-

tion of November 1989 started in Prague and immediately 

spread to Slovakia. The mass protests of Czech and Slovak citi-

zens, the foundation of the OF in the Czech part and the VPN in 

Slovakia and the country-wide general strike, in which the state 

media participated, led to the abdication of the KSČ. The events 

catapulted the 68-year-old Dubček onto the political scene of a 

                                                        
1  All translations from Slovak and Czech into English are by me, if not oth-

erwise referred to. I shall be using the concept “Marxism-Leninism” as the 
official ideology of the Soviet bloc after 1945 since I focus on Dubček’s po-
litical thought and his belief in Marxism-Leninism, not the theoretical de-
tails of Marxism and Marxism-Leninism.  

2  Jozef Banáš, Zastavte Dubčeka! Príbeh človeka, ktorý prekážal mocným 
(Bratislava: Ikar, 2009), 145. This popular biography is very well re-
searched. Banáš is a historical witness: in 1968, he was 20 years old. Large 
parts of his book are fiction, that is, how Dubček could have acted and 
what he could have said. However, in the context of Slovak history and the 
Slovaks’ way of thinking and acting, Banáš’s extraordinarily talent for im-
agination renders his biography authentic. See: http://www.jozefbanas. 
sk/index.php/english; accessed 5 June 2017. 
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new Czechoslovakia, a country that was about to reconnect 

with its democratic traditions after 41 years of Communist rule.  

I wondered how Dubček began his career in the KSS and 

KSČ. As a young Party member, he was too insignificant to raise 

suspicions of ‘Slovak bourgeois nationalism’ in the early 1950s, 

hence was not one of the accused in the 1954 trial of elder, 

prominent Slovak Party members born at the turn of the 20th 

century. Furthermore, young Dubček was from proper prole-

tarian stock; he was raised in a Communist family and grew up 

in Soviet Kyrgyzia, where his family had moved in 1925 to sup-

port the building of Socialism – in the Party’s ever watchful and 

powerful eyes, he was beyond suspicion.  

I was curious about the origins of the idea of reforming 

the Socialist system: did Dubček have his own ideas about a re-

form course or did he follow the Soviet party line that embarked 

on a course of de-Stalinization, after General Secretary Nikita S. 

Krushchev (1894–1971) had criticized Stalin’s crimes in his se-

cret speech to the 20th Congress of the Soviet Communist Party 

on 25 February 1956? In 1956, Dubček was in Moscow, attend-

ing the Higher School of Politics of the Soviet Communist Party; 

because he spoke Russian fluently, he had a particular close in-

sight into the significance of Krushchev’s speech – and what 

consequences the revelations about Stalin’s crimes could 

prompt for the states of the Soviet bloc.  

Furthermore, I wanted to get a better understanding of 

the relationship between the Czechoslovak and Slovak Com-

munist parties, which – to some extent – reflect the relationship 

between Czechs and Slovaks ever since the end of WWII. The 

Slovak Communist Party (KSS) was founded in 1939 as an ille-

gal organization in the Slovak state, while the leaders of the 

Czech Communist Party (KSČ) fled to Moscow after the Munich 

Agreement in 1938. In June 1945, the KSČ, then completely 
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under Stalin’s control, allowed the KSS some autonomy in Slo-

vakia, hoping that the Party would emerge victorious from the 

parliamentary elections of 1946. When this plan did not work 

out – the centre-right Democratic Party (DS) won in Slovakia – 

the KSČ changed its strategy: it subordinated the KSS under its 

leadership to gather strength and discipline for the assumption 

of power.  

Alexander Dubček is so well known, nothing new can be 

written about him – or so one might think. Is this true? What do 

we really know about the father of Czechoslovakia’s reform 

communism? Dubček is the symbol of Socialism with a Human 

Face.3 The Western reader knows about Dubček’s career in the 

Czechoslovak Communist Party (KSČ) only from his memoirs.4 

A study of his early years, that is, before he and his followers in 

the Party’s top echelons launched the reform course in 1968, is 

more than due, especially in view of the 50th anniversary of the 

Czechoslovak Spring in 2018.  

Up to date, there is no scholarly analysis available in an 

international language that informs the reader about Dubček’s 

early career in the Slovak Communist Party (KSS) prior to his 

election as First Secretary5 of the KSČ in January 1968. The 

                                                        
3  The origin of the expression Socialism with a Human Face is unclear: Ac-

cording to Zdeněk Mlynář (1930–1997) and Ota Šik (1919–2004), the 
Czech sociologist Radovan Richta (1924–1983) coined the expression. 
The Czech journalist and translator Antonín J. Liehm (*1924) thinks that 
Western Communists invented the expression to give Czechoslovak Re-
form Communism a positive name; Vlasta Jaksicsová, “Spor o Dubčeka”, in 
DUBČEK (Bratislava: Veda, 2018), 1–14, 3.  

4  Alexander Dubček, Leben für die Freiheit (München: Bertelsmann, 1993); 
Hope Dies Last. The Autobiography of Alexander Dubcek (London: Harper-
Collins, 1993).  

5  The KSČ changed the title of ‘First Secretary’ to ‘General Secretary’ in 
1971, following slavishly the Soviet Communist Party under Brezhnev, 
while the KSS kept the title ‘First Secretary’; Jan Pešek, Centrum Moci. Apa-
rát Ústredného výboru Komunistickej strany Slovenska 1948–1989 (Brati-
slava: AEP, 2006), 21. For a history of the KSS see Jan Pešek, Komunistická 
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Czechoslovak Spring has been subject to various historical anal-

yses, but all studies, translations of documents and biog-

raphies6 focus on Dubček’s eight months as First Secretary, the 

famous action programme (akční program)7 that his govern-

ment launched in April 1968, the invasion8 of the Warsaw Pact 

troops on the night of 21 August 1968, and his subsequent fall 

from Leonid I. Brezhnev’s (1906–1982) grace.  

Who was the person and politician Dubček? How could he 

gain power in the KSS, convincing the Stalinists to go along with 

a reform course in the early 1960s, while the Czech comrades 

were suffering under First Secretary Antonín Novotný’s (1904–

1975) Stalinist style of government? What were the ideological 

origins and intellectual inspiration of his reform course – the 

new Soviet thinking about the future of Socialism9 or his own 

                                                        
Strana Slovenska. Dejiny politického subjektu I. (Bratislava: Veda, 2012). A 
planned second volume did not materialize. 

6  In chronological order: Dubček’s Blueprint for Freedom. His Documents on 
Czechoslovakia Leading to the Soviet Invasion (London: William Kimber, 
1969); Pavel Tigrid, Why Dubcek Fell (London: Macdonald, 1971); Gordon 
H. Skilling, Czechoslovakia’s Interrupted Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University Press, 1976); Sedm pražských dnů. 21–27. srpen 1968. Doku-
mentace (Praha: Academia, 1990); William Shawcross, Dubcek. Revised 
and Updated Edition (New York: Touchstone, 1990); Kieran Williams, The 
Prague Spring and its Aftermath. Czechoslovak Politics, 1968–1970 (Cam-
bridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997).  

7  An English translation of the akční program in Hope Dies Last, 287–335. 
8  Strategic Warning & the Role of Intelligence. Lessons learnt from the 1968 

Soviet Invasion of Czechoslovakia (CreateSpace Independent Publishing 
Platform, 2012); Matthew J. Ouimet, The Rise and Fall of the Brezhnev Doc-
trine in Soviet Foreign Policy (Chapel Hill, London: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2003). For a Slovak analysis of the French media’s cover-
age of the invasion see Pavol Petruf, “Vojenská intervencia krajín 
Varšavskej zmluvy v Československu v auguste 1968 na stránkach pub-
likovaných francúzskych diplomatických dokumentov”, in Slovensko a 
Európa medzi Demokraciou a Totalitou. Kapitoly z dejín 20. Storočia k jubi-
leu Bohumily Ferenčuhovej (Bratislava: Veda, 2017), 213–229. 

9  Michail Gorbačov a Zdeněk Mlynář, Reformátoři nebývají šťastni. Dialog o 
„perestrojce“, Pražském jaru a socialismu (Praha: Victoria Publishing, 
1994), 21. The English translation is Conversations with Gorbachev. On 
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reform ideas that originated in the particularly complex envi-

ronment of Czech and Slovak Communism?10  

Slovak historians have published several excellent stud-

ies about the predjarie, the precursor or run-up to the Czecho-

slovak Spring that had begun in Slovakia in 1963 in the context 

of the lukewarm rehabilitation of the victims of the show trials 

of the 1950s, a rehabilitation that Dubček as First Secretary of 

the KSS had initiated and presided over.11 Unfortunately, they 

are not available in an international language. The Institute of 

History of the Slovak Academy of Sciences HÚ SAV published a 

selection of Dubček’s speeches, newspaper articles and 

                                                        
perestroika, socialism, the Prague Spring and the crossroads of socialism 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2002). See also Zdeněk Mlynář’s 
memoirs of the Prague Spring Mraz příchazí z Kremlu (Köln: Index, 1979). 

10  The best reference book in English about Slovakia’s history is Mikuláš 
Teich, Dušan Kováč and Martin D. Brown, eds., Slovakia in History (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). See also the encyclopaedia of 
Slovak history by Vojtech Dangl, Valerián Bystrický a kol., Chronológia 
Dejín Slovenska a Slovákov. Od najstarších čias po súčasnosť. Dejiny v 
dátumoch, dátumy v dejinách, vol I a II (Bratislava: Veda, 2014). A superb 
account of Slovakia’s economic and political development is Miroslav 
Londák, Slavomír Michálek, Peter Weiss et al., Slovakia. A European Story 
(Bratislava: Veda, 2016). Highly recommendable about the Communist 
era is Jan Kalous a Jiří Kocian, eds., Český a slovenský komunismus (1921–
2011) (Praha: Ústav pro studium totalitních režimů, 2012). See also the 
chronology of Czechoslovakia’s foreign policy by Pavol Petruf, Českoslov-
enská zahraničná politika 1945–1992 (vybrané udalosti a fakty v 
dátumoch) (Bratislava: Prodama, HÚ SAV, 2007). 

11  Miroslav Londák, Stanislav Sikora a Elena Londáková, Predjarie. Politický, 
ekonomický a kultúrny vývoj na Slovensku v rokoch 1960–1967 (Bratislava: 
VEDA, 2002); Valerián Bystrický a kol., Rok 1968 na Slovensku a v 
Československu (Bratislava: HÚ SAV, 2008); Miroslav Londák, Stanislav Si-
kora a kol., Rok 1968 a jeho miesto v našich dejinách (Bratislava: Veda, 
2009); Stanislav Sikora, Po Jari krutá zima (Bratislava: Veda, 2013); Miro-
slav Londák, Stanislav Sikora a Elena Londáková, Od predjaria k normal-
izácii. Slovensko v Československu na rozhrani 60. a 70. rokov 20. storočia 
(Bratislava: VEDA, 2016).  



6  Alexander Dubček Unknown 

 

interviews that had appeared from 1963 to 1992.12 A bibliog-

raphy of Dubček’s speeches, interviews and radio broadcasts 

and studies about him was published in 2007.13 A compilation 

of memoirs of Dubček’s relatives, friends and acquaintances 

was published in 1998; among the authors was the Soviet phys-

icist and Nobel Peace Laureate Andreii D. Sakharov (1921–

1989).14  

In January 1968, Dubček convinced the majority of the CC 

of the KSČ that Novotný posed a serious threat to Czechoslo-

vakia because he was alienating the Czechs from the Slovaks, 

risking the state’s sovereignty by driving a wedge between the 

Slovaks and Czechs, whose relations had been more than diffi-

cult since WWII. On his official visit to Slovakia in August 1967, 

Novotný offended the Slovak people and the KSS leadership.15 

The almighty State Security Service StB wanted to get rid of No-

votný too because he had ordered that they compose lists of 

persons to be arrested – one had to expect a new purge (čistka), 

a renaissance of the Stalinist terror of the 1950s. In January 

1968, the CC of the KSČ elected Dubček First Secretary – and the 

atmosphere in the country swiftly changed: the citizens were 

optimistic that the times of brutal Stalinist terror were over. A 

new era of liberalization began. Hopes were high that 

                                                        
12  Jozef Žatkuliak a Ivan Laluha, eds., Alexander Dubček: Od totality k demo-

kracii. Prejavy, články a rozhovory. Výber 1963–1992 (Bratislava: Veda, 
2002). 

13  Soňa Šváčová, Michela Garaiová, Anna Klimová a Blanka Snopková, Alex-
ander Dubček v slovenskej a českej tlači (Banská Bystrica: Štátna vedecká 
knižnica, 2007). The bibliography covers the years 1963 to 2004. 

14  Tereza Michálova, ed., Dubček známy neznámy (Bratislava: Prospero, 
1989 (2)). The volume contains memoirs of Dubček’s friends, relatives 
and Slovak politicians, among them statements of his sons, his grand-
daughter, his dentist, his Italian friend Vittorio Caffeo, former Slovak pres-
ident Michal Kováč (1930–2016) and Russian physicist and nobel laureate 
Andreii Sakharov (1921–1989). 

15  Dušan Kováč, Dejiny Slovenska (Praha: Lidové Noviny, 2007 (2)), 283. 



 Introduction  7 

 

Communism could not only be reformed, but also made more 

human and less violent. 

Jo Langer (1912–1990), whose husband Oscar Langer 

had been arrested in 1951 to serve as a ‘witness’ in the show 

trial16 of the Zionist and Titoist conspiracy against the state in 

November 1952, described her mixed feelings at the advent of 

the reforms:  

“It is difficult if not impossible to explain to a westerner why we sat in 

front of the TV in a trance of gratitude … Total strangers exchanged 

smiles, listened to each other’s transistor radios in the streetcar and 

discussed events. … I felt the charm of all this. I wanted to rejoice so 

much that there were times when I almost did. … I felt increasingly 

that this ‘new socialism’ was only skin deep. The Party remained infal-

lible.”17 

My biography focuses on two under-researched aspects of or 

phases in Dubček’s life: first, his career in the KSS after the end 

of WWII, which resulted in his election as First Secretary of the 

KSS in 1963 and First Secretary of the KSČ in 1968; and second, 

his years in political oblivion after the KSČ relieved him of all 

functions in Party and state in April 1969. Gustáv Husák (1913–

1991), who had spent almost a decade in prison (1954–1963) 

                                                        
16  On the 1952 show trial see Artur London, On Trial (London: Macdonald, 

1970); Karel Kaplan, Report on the Murder of the General Secretary (Co-
lumbus: Ohio State University Press, 1990); Igor Lukes, Rudolf Slansky. His 
Trial and Trials. Cold War International History Project Working Paper no. 
50 (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center, 2008), on http://www.wil 
soncenter.org/sites/default/files/WP50IL.pdf.Slánský; accessed 6 June 
2017 

17  Jo Langer, Convictions. My Life with a Good Communist (London: Granta, 
2011), 214. Langer’s memoirs in Slovak: Jo Langerová, Môj život s Oscarom 
L. (Bratislava: Marenčin PT, 2007). Prominent members of the 1952 show 
trial were Rudolf Slánský (1901–1952) and Vladimír Clementis (1902–
1952). The first biography of Vladimír Clementis in English is my ‘Spirits 
that I’ve cited?’ Vladimír Clementis (1902–1952). The Political Biography of 
a Czechoslovak Communist (Stuttgart, New York: ibidem, Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2017).  
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for his alleged ‘Slovak bourgeois nationalism’, followed him in 

office, establishing the course of Normalization on Moscow’s 

diktat.18 Note that I shall not deal with the invasion of the War-

saw Pact troops, since Pauer’s superb study explains and anal-

yses to the full the preparation, conduct and consequences of 

the military invasion of 21 August 1968.19  

Dubček grew up in a Communist family and spent the cru-

cially important years as a young child and teenager in the So-

viet Union, hence in a strictly Communist environment. He did 

not experience the democratic system and civil liberties of the 

Czechoslovak Republic, which President Tomáš Garrigue Masa-

ryk (1850–1937)20 had established on 28 October 1918 after 

                                                        
18  The first academic biography of Husák is Slavomír Michálek, Miroslav 

Londák a kol., Gustáv Husák. Moc politiky. Politik moci (Bratislava: Veda, 
2013). For a review see my “A Man Motivated by Power”, New Eastern Eu-
rope 4, no. 5 (2014): 156–160. See also my attempt at a psychological pro-
file of Husák in “Vertrauen ist nichts, Macht ist alles. Gustáv Husák (1913–
1991) und die tschechoslowakische Normalisierung. Versuch eines 
politischen Psychogramms”, in Vertrauen (Basel: Schwabe, 2015), 161–
179. For an excellent analysis of the trial of the ‘Slovak bourgeois nation-
alists’ and its connection with the Slánský trial see Jan Pešek, “Nepriateľ 
so straníckou legitimáciou. Proces s tzv. Slovenskými buržoáznymi 
nacionalistami”, in Storočie procesov. Súdy, politika a spoločnosť v 
moderných dejinách Slovenska (Bratislava: Veda, 2013), 210–226. 

19  Jan Pauer, Prag 1968. Der Einmarsch des Warschauer Paktes. Hintergründe 
– Planung – Durchführung (Bremen: Edition Temmen, 1995). 

20  A selection of studies in chronological order: Otakar Funda, Thomas Gar-
rigue Masaryk. Sein philosophisches, religiöses und politisches Denken 
(Bern: Peter Lang, 1978); Roland J. Hoffmann, Thomas G. Masaryk und die 
tschechische Frage (München: Oldenbourg, 1988); Jozef Novák, ed., On 
Masaryk. Texts in English and German (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1988); Stan-
ley B. Winters, ed., T. G. Masaryk (1850–1937). Thinker and Politician (Ba-
singstoke: MacMillan, SSEES, University of London, 1989); Robert B. 
Pynsent, ed., T. G. Masaryk (1850–1937). Thinker and Critic (Basingstoke: 
MacMillan, SSEES, University of London, 1989, 1990); Harry Hanák, ed., 
T. G. Masaryk (1850–1937). Statesman and Cultural Force (Basingstoke: 
MacMillan, SSEES, University of London, 1990); Jaroslav Opat, Filozof a 
politik T. G. Masaryk, 1882–1893 (Praha: Melantrich, 1990); Masaryk a 
myšlenka evropské jednoty (Praha: Filosofická Fakulta Univerzity Karlovy 
FFUK, 1992); Zwi Batscha, Eine Philosophie der Demokratie. Thomas G. 


