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Abstract 

 
The story of childhood is a continuously contested notion. The production of childhoods through 

children’s literature and the formation of subjectivities through texts, stories and fairy tales are positioned 

in the centre of this thesis. The preschool magazine Little Bee, and the post-totalitarian, communist 

Czechoslovakia of the 1970s and 1980s in which it was published, serve as a site of exploration through 

which the production of childhoods and childhood subjectivities is analysed. The tensions between 

public, ideal, expected childhoods and private, resistant childhoods filled with desires for alternative 

experiences are explored through the philosophies of Havel and Foucault. Havel’s work gives this 

research an analytical framework: I argue that children are the victim, supporter and rebel subjects 

produced through children’s literature. This subjectification occurs both in the official discourse of 

education as well as in the secret private places of childhood undergrounds. My analysis complicates the 

nature of everyday life in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakian kindergartens in the 1970s and 1980s, 

contests the security and truth of archival data, and leads to the problematisation of how children’s 

literature and stories produce childhoods and childhood subjectivities. This thesis culminates with 

connections drawn between the complex power relations of post-totalitarian ideology and the current 

New Zealand neoliberal discourse of government-funded children’s literature. I argue that the striking 

resemblance and familiarity of the post-totalitarian and neoliberal contexts analysed exemplify the ways 

that childhoods are governed through stories in any ideological context. 
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Prelude 

 

I grew up in a city of grey, faded colours. That is how I remember my childhood in the late 1970s 

and 1980s in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic. Around me were grey buildings, dark streets 

with fading streetlights, and children walking in bleached uniforms and red scarves. I still have a 

clear vision of propaganda statements printed on red banners, hanging from buildings and 

columns all around me in the city. A sea of Soviet Union flags flooded the city during 

celebrations. All children wore identical clothes and played with the same toys and games. We 

children were supposed to be all equal, treated the same, and we were all expected to think in 

the same way about our homeland, but the notion of all the children being equal disappeared 

quite early for me. Our teachers wanted to know where we came from, who our parents were, 

and about our working class heritage. The answers were important to the way we were 

perceived and treated by the teachers. “Are your parents of the working class?” was a common 

question teachers asked us. The answer determined what was entered on each child’s file, which 

became an important document and character reference in a child’s journey through the 

socialist education system. Children carried the weight of the history of their parents and 

families, and despite the happy, peaceful and colourful childhoods promised to us through the 

socialist education system, the substance of our educational futures was dark and gloomy. 

Kindergarten was a special place for me at the age of three. I learnt a lot about myself, 

others, and about my country. What I learnt and experienced in kindergarten was not practised 

at home. In kindergarten, our growing bodies were subjected to exercises that resembled 

military marches and gatherings, specific teacher-guided games were executed, particular songs 

were selected for us to learn and sing, and we performed certain children’s plays and rhymes 

that we memorized and repeated. The curriculum was supported by a children’s magazine, 

which was filled with stories about children who were, as we were often reminded, just like us, 

and with tales about how our childhood should look, and how children should behave. We were 

prepared by our teachers to accept our educational and childhood destinies, and like the 

children portrayed in children’s magazines, to have happy, colourful childhoods and to be 

excited about the possibilities and potential of socialist society. It was the society where, as the 

Communist Party leaders proudly stated to citizens through its slogans, life and developments 

were so advanced that ‘tomorrow already exists today’. No child could escape the production of 

political subjectivities in our education and childhoods. 

Apart from grey faded memories of childhood in my kindergarten, I also have fond 

recollections of a childhood in sunlight and nature. This involved being with my parents and 

their friends, far away and out of the reach of the educational structures, often outside of the 

city. I listened to and was read stories unlike anything I had heard in the kindergarten: dark, 
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scary, uncertain tales shared by my grandmother and by other adults. In these situations, what 

teachers said in the classroom was often challenged, as were the stories published in the 

children’s magazines. In this community environment, children like me were exposed to different 

kinds of books, read to us by family friends, with many adults listening too. These books looked 

and felt different, as they did not have colourful, hard copy binding, and I never saw them on a 

shelf in the classroom. I understood only later on that these stories were samizdat - dissident 

children’s literature. These texts were often very lyrical and spiritual, and at other times very 

brutal and punitive. They were the only children’s stories I remember adults listening to. I recall 

wondering why adults would want to hear them when they had their own stories that we children 

were not allowed to hear. 

I was also exposed to other narratives in my childhood – stories about other children and 

their childhoods. Where these other children lived was not far away, just across the border, in a 

land that we could see from the top of a hill, but never visited. The tales about what the other 

children played with, what stories and games they had outside of Czechoslovakia, were shared 

through whisperings in the kindergarten playground. One time, Mišo, our playground hero, 

brought an unfamiliar toy to kindergarten and those who were part of his ‘circle of friends’ were 

allowed to touch it and play with it. The toy, as we learnt, was based on a Western TV cartoon 

character. Mišo did not trust everyone to see it, especially not the teachers. He understood that 

not everyone should be allowed to know about this special toy, particularly not those children 

who were ready to report any kind of argument or fight between children to our teachers. We 

never learnt how Mišo had gained the toy, but it was the most exciting toy I had ever seen, and 

because he had it in his possession, Mišo secured his exulted position amongst the children. His 

best friends were even allowed to take it home, but such events needed to remain secret, and to 

stay between the children. No teachers or other adults were allowed to know. These were my 

first experiences of a childhood underground, of young citizens managing to resist a public 

discourse that was openly guiding us towards expected educational futures. 
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Chapter 1 

Territories of Childhoods: Deeper Shades of Grey 
 

The function of the pre-school education in the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic is 
not only social and economic - to care for the children of employed mothers but also 
it has an educational aim which is being gradually spread on all children of the whole 
population. The priority have children at the physical age of 5 to make them better 
conditions when they start the compulsory school attendance … (Ministry of 
Education of Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, 1976, p. 24, errors in original). 

… ideological direction i.e. to perform by all means the communist education in the 
conditions of the socialist school. The professional, pedagogical content of the school 
management comes out from ideological content of formation and education. The 
matter is to fix an exact and appropriate content of education and formation, which 
would correspond to the requirements of existing state, to the needs of a developed 
socialist society and to physical and mental abilities of youth … Ideologically-
political and pedagogical management is secured by ministry of education (Ministry 
of Education of Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, 1976, p. 6, errors in original). 

The story of childhood, is a story of the process of literary production as a cultural, 
ideological and psychodynamic event. It is a personal process, and a political one, a 
public as well as private event. The story of childhood is found in children’s 
literature, its rise, and its ongoing popularity as a consumer product and as a central 
part of elementary school curriculum (Zornado, 2001, p. xviii). 

 

Introduction  

This thesis is an account of the formation of childhoods and the production of childhood 

subjectivities in Czechoslovakia under communist governance in the 1970s and 1980s. My work, 

as the Prelude suggests, is deeply rooted in my own childhood: a childhood I have positioned 

between grey and colourful. This thesis will research and uncover these deeper shades of grey. I 

cannot detach this research from the experiences that shaped my childhood and the childhood 

subjectivities of myself and other children. Memories of my multifaceted childhood have stayed 

with me throughout my life, and they remind me every day of who I am, where I come from, and 

how I grew up. I consider the production of childhoods through children’s literature, the 

governance of childhood through stories, and the formation of subjectivities through texts and 

tales. While other researchers and scholars have traversed this theoretical territory before me, my 

work focuses on specific notions and concepts that build on existing research. I use the 

unexplored, rough terrain of the everyday production of childhoods in communist 

Czechoslovakia as a site of investigation. There is nothing smooth about my thesis: these 

everyday childhoods are complex, yet often barely visible or investigated; there is mystery and 

uncertainty in the truth of my data; and the conclusions of my research remain open.  
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At the outset, I must make clear what this thesis does not do. My study is not aimed at 

celebrating children and childhoods in communist Czechoslovakia. I am not concerned with the 

truth of whether or not we had the happy, colourful childhoods that were forcefully projected on 

children through stories in communist Czechoslovakia. Also, my focus is not on how some 

children experienced the rough edge of active resistance in what was no doubt a ruthless, and 

sometimes even brutal political system. While I touch on both of these ‘happy’ and ‘rough’ 

childhoods in my study, they are not the focus of my work. My research does not commemorate 

courageous totalitarian heroes, nor does it point a finger of blame at the communist ideology for 

educating by a system that required public discipline or by punishing those who did not comply 

with its ideals. Instead, my study is centred around Havel’s (1985) notion of how each citizen, 

child, everyone, is responsible for, and implicated by, the governing ideology and system. This 

system, which is referred to in my thesis as post-totalitarian, is shaped by the complexities of 

punishing one person whilst celebrating another, where everyone, to a certain extent, becomes a 

victim and is at same time a supporter of the everyday condition that all citizens and children are 

subjected to. 

My research is shaped by the boundaries of the Czechoslovakian post-totalitarian political 

system, and will focus only on the relevant historical, political and philosophical notions that 

have a direct impact on my topic. For instance, I will not analyse the political situation of 

Czechoslovakia of the 1970s and 1980s in detail, and I will not explore the philosophy of 

Marxism-Leninism that penetrated every aspect of society during this time. However, it is 

important to note that the post-totalitarian era in Czechoslovakia was not a homogenous period 

of two decades, but a vibrant time with constantly developing complex power relations. 

Furthermore, the 1980s were different from the 1970s, as government agencies became less 

vigilant in keeping the system’s ideology and censorship tight, even in education and children’s 

literature (Ash, 1991; Janáčková, 1999; Měchýř, 1999; Soldán, 2002). These inner developments 

of post-totalitarianism will be alluded to throughout my work, however it is beyond the scope of 

my work to analyse them in depth.  

My thesis researches the mundane, everyday, grey life in the post-totalitarian system that 

produced barely visible and overlooked childhoods. The greyness lies in the invisibility of these 

childhoods, positioned in the cracks between the extreme examples of ideological governance. 

These everyday childhoods are unattractive for the researchers and uncomfortable for those who 

lived them. Whilst everyday childhoods were central to the public domain of the post-totalitarian 

system, their nature now remains unheard and unspoken, out of the limelight of the public 

discourse in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. The grey, mundane, everyday production of 

multiple childhoods in the 1970s and 1980s do not draw the attention of researchers or of the 

media, but instead they live on in the individual memories of people. These everyday childhoods 
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were produced on a daily basis in the mainstream educational environment of communist 

ideology, emerging within the post-totalitarian system’s desires for hegemony.  

The story in my thesis is inherently linked to the governing agencies that were in power 

during my childhood. The process of finding my own voice to explore the relationships with the 

tales and texts that I learnt, listened to and experienced when I was a child is a critical part of 

researching and writing about a topic so deeply embedded in my personal history. The essence of 

this story is infused with my experience of education in kindergarten and school, where my 

learning was based on the official curriculum and supported by children’s magazines. These 

magazines presented me with texts, activities and ideas, guiding me in how to behave and who to 

be in my childhood and subsequently in my life, and led me towards positioning myself in the 

world. The illustrations of childhoods that I use in my study have pleasant and painful 

connotations at the same time, and the complexities of such emotions are interwoven throughout 

my writing. Whilst the dominant, ideologically charged discourses were present in the official, 

public domain of educational settings, the stories in the unobserved and unplanned kindergarten 

playground encounters represent everyday resistance to the hegemonic ideas of curriculum and 

children’s magazines.  

The children’s magazine Little Bee, that was distributed to and part of almost every 

kindergarten in the Slovak part of Czechoslovakia for children aged three to six, sometimes even 

seven, becomes central to my analysis of post-totalitarian everyday childhoods. While the 

magazine is titled Včielka in the original language, I will use the literal translation of Little Bee, 

and not the previous translation into English as ‘Wee Bee’ (Kepštová, 2009). I felt as a child that 

Little Bee introduced me to the important knowledge that I could use during kindergarten 

sessions, as well as ideas about how to have fun during playtime. Our kindergarten teachers read 

us stories about celebrations in Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, and I learnt about the 

leading politicians in the Communist Party. I learnt what the future held for me, and Little Bee 

informed me about what was expected of me and of my childhood. 

When I was in kindergarten, I knew that I would become a Little Spark, and that this would 

prepare me to become a member of the Pioneer organisation when I was older. Little Sparks 

were the youngest members of the ideological youth organisation that each child was expected to 

join. They had uniforms but lacked the badge and red scarves they would get as Pioneers once 

they pledged their devotion to the Communist Party and socialist homeland (Svatoš, 1978a). 

Little Bee emphasized that I would become a faithful Pioneer in the school system, someone who 

supports and trusts the Communist Party, a child whose childhood is devoted to the collective 

work for the benefit of the country, a child that helps to guard our borders against enemies 

coming from the West. Also, while the magazine Little Bee was widely distributed into 

kindergartens, as the Prelude explores, it was not the only literature available to me as a child. 
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Other magazines and books also provided endless opportunities for promoting a desire for other 

childhoods. I return to these desired childhoods throughout my thesis, particularly in chapter 8, 

where I analyse the everyday tensions between the hegemonic discourse represented by Little 

Bee and other resistant discourses related to the subversive nature of childhoods. These 

alternative and ‘forbidden’ discourses offered seductive glimpses of subjective formations, 

where unofficial literature and TV from the West infiltrated and challenged the official, public 

sphere, and the ‘right’ kinds of childhoods considered appropriate for this sphere. While my 

thesis is not focused on the simple indoctrination and propaganda that produced childhoods and 

childhood subjectivities, it does give some attention to the power in these post-totalitarian Little 

Bee stories. Power is also at the centre of Giugni’s (2006) argument how “children use dominant 

cultural storylines such as goodies and baddies as a vehicle to produce their identities” (p. 97). 

Children are active in this process, and as I argue in this research “children are savvy power 

brokers; they are political and moral agents” (Giugni, 2006, p. 106). 

 

 
Picture 1.  My kindergarten, the space of public production of childhoods (my photograph, 2010). 
 

In my childhood, resistant discourses were not only presented through foreign radio stations, 

Western TV programmes, or the French children’s magazine Pif, but also through my 

Grandmother. My Grandmother was a great storyteller. She had white hair, a distinctive voice, 
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and witty tales to tell. She read and narrated stories to me that I would never have heard at 

kindergarten or school. My Grandmother’s stories created the multi-layered themes that crossed 

boundaries between countries, ideologies, race and even realities. The truth was not considered 

in my Grandmother’s stories, as the focus was on the story itself, the context and the layers that 

appeared as the narrative unfolded. The importance was on the characters’ actions, and then on 

how they dealt with the consequences of their behaviours. My Grandmother’s stories contributed 

to the production of the resistant discourse of my childhood, perhaps in a similar way to how 

other grandparents, uncles and aunties challenge dominant ideologies of education with other 

children through the tales they told. Whilst the official stories from the magazine Little Bee 

engaged me in thinking about who I was, and how I was progressing at kindergarten and school, 

my Grandmother’s stories in my childhood were like a safe haven from the ideologically charged 

texts that were being publically shared with me. 

Whispering childhoods  

I look back at my childhood as a time and space of mutual surveillance. Every citizen watched 

over or out for another citizen. People were scared to look directly at each other. On the streets, 

or in homes, during the warm summer evenings when all windows were wide open, people 

whispered and used quiet voices, as they were worried that they could be heard and that their 

private lives would be exposed to public scrutiny or judgement, and that this would lead to 

repercussions. No one knew how many other people listened in on their telephone conversations. 

Citizens stopped reading newspapers or watching TV news, as the same stories were presented 

over and over. The same tales were broadcast on TV, and school libraries held only a limited 

supply of books, by the same authors, from the same publishing houses. 

This description might lead an outsider to assume that if my childhood could be compared to 

childhoods of other countries, it must have been dull, boring and sad. Despite obvious 

differences from Western childhoods such as having Lenin and other political figures, and 

knowledge about the Communist Party incorporated into the early childhood curriculum 

(Vančura, 1999), I would disagree with this assumption. I loved my childhood, and I loved the 

stories that shaped it, perhaps in similar ways to Western children. It is true that whilst children 

did not whisper when they talked about their desires like other adults and our parents did, they 

still carefully moved to spaces outside the reach of adults to share secrets, just as Mišo did when 

he brought the toy to kindergarten. Of course, this behaviour occurs across cultures and 

ideologies as children produce their own cultures, share their own secrets and create their 

undergrounds (Christensen, 2004; James & Prout, 1997; Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Van Manen & 

Levering, 1996). However, in the post-totalitarian system these uncontrollable and unpredictable 

children’s cultures had the unintended consequence of demonstrating and performing the cracks 

that children could create in a system that produced, on the surface, the ideologically smooth 
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unity of all citizens and children. These ‘childish’ subcultures cracked the veneer of the 

dominant ‘adult’ culture, offering a space of resistance that could potentially reach beyond the 

child. I will now turn to highlight the important historic events in post-war Czechoslovakia and 

the way they shaped childhoods.  

Stalinist Communism of 1950s 

Before I was born in the late 1970s, different political and power relations governed 

Czechoslovakia. After the February 1948 communist coup, the Stalinist totalitarian government 

exercised brutal, repressive power on citizens during the 1950s. Citizens were divided into 

passionate groups in disagreement. One side believed the government and its agencies and 

blamed capitalists for the post-war suffering, while the other side opposed Stalinist Communism 

and criticized it for all the injustices in the country (Šimečka, 1984). During those times, citizens 

thus made a conscious decision to align themselves with one or the other (Bauer, 2009). Public 

and private life was charged with an extremely strictly executed ideology in all areas. The 

official discourse was filled with the tragedy of political trials, deaths and long terms of 

imprisonment of so-called enemies of the state (Bauer, 2003; Knapík, 2006). Official stories 

were sometimes so ridiculously fabricated that they bordered on being some kind of black 

comedy or farce. However, having knowledge of who the ‘good guys’ were was very 

comforting. It was not hard to distinguish valuable information from useless information, to 

determine the value of published books and whether the knowledge being taught in schools was 

twisted in particular ways, or not. Life and rules in society under Stalinist Communism appeared 

to citizens as a black and white set of rules. Citizens had to be very careful about what to say and 

where to say it, both in public and private, to avoid punishment from government agencies. 

During this era of the 1950s in Czechoslovakia there were no whisperings in the streets or 

homes. Any resistance was brutally punished, and there was either pro-government conversation, 

or no conversation at all. The Stalinist period of the 1950s is an indispensable precursor to the 

post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 1970s and 1980s, and I analyse its children’s literature 

and production of childhoods in chapter 5. 

The anomaly of the Prague Spring 

The social and political situation in Czechoslovakia changed in the late 1960s, about ten years 

before I was born. This period is referred to as the Prague Spring and is often portrayed by 

citizens as a romantic period of change and hope (Měchýř, 1999; Williams, 1997). The Prague 

Spring was important as during a short period of time different conditions for governing citizens 

were produced through shifts in government agencies and edicts (Albright, 1976; Karabel, 1995). 

For example, censorship was lifted and foreign thinkers were published. New ideas, books and 

films were drafted and produced. In schools and universities themes and topics that were 
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previously unimaginable and kept in silence were openly discussed. Topics that had been added 

in the 1950s as part of direct government propaganda were removed or ignored in curricula, 

including in children’s texts and magazines. It became easier for students to get scholarships for 

overseas study in Western countries, and newspapers openly critiqued the governing agencies 

(Friday, 2010; Renner, 1989; Šimečka, 1984; Windsor & Roberts, 1969). Citizens, such as my 

parents, recall this period as very romantic, colourful and hopeful. They experienced freedom 

through the press, free expressions in art forms and freedom to travel. Students were part of 

public discussions and the country was no longer isolated from its traditional influences, such as 

countries like West Germany or France. For students, and all citizens, London was suddenly 

closer than they thought, and so were Vienna, Switzerland and West Germany.  

The Communist government and its public figures attempted to transform the country to so-

called ‘socialism with a human face’ (Ekiert, 1996). Some academics claim that reforms by the 

Communist Party in the late 1960s that further loosened the grip of Stalinism and led to the 

Prague Spring, did not intend to change the leading position of the Party (Alan & Petrusek, 1996; 

Měchýř, 1999). Nevertheless, the Party made some substantial changes in the way the country 

was run, one of the most critical being the abandonment of the censorship law (Gruša, 1992; 

Tomášek, 1994). To give up censorship means to give up a form of control over citizens, over 

what they can read, see and experience. Once censorship is abandoned, people feel free to 

discuss and challenge the hegemonic ideas that form the system. With state censorship gone, it 

seemed that anything could happen. 

This anomaly of freedom in the totalitarian country did not last long, and the consequences 

for citizens and children were severe. The reaction to the Prague Spring from the Eastern Bloc, 

lead by the Soviet Union, was harsh, brutal and shattered Czechoslovak society’s idealism about 

the recent changes. When the armies of the Warsaw pact, fronted by Soviet tanks, arrived in 

Prague in late August 1968, it shocked all citizens, including Communist Party officials, army 

representatives, teachers, artists and workers. Citizens, such as my parents, often reflect on those 

late summer days, and how there was nothing their generation could have done differently. 

Purges in the Party and society followed the events in 1968. Citizens changed places and spaces, 

as Ash (1991) satirically notes: 

That window cleaner over there – his thesis was on Wittgenstein. Ask your waiter 
about Kafka – before his trial, he lectured on The Trial. Yes, the nightwatchman is 
reading Aristotle. Your coal will be delivered by the ordained priest of the Czech 
brethren. Kiss the milkman’s ring: he is your bishop (pp. 56-57). 

For Ash, a scholar studying Central-Eastern Europe under Communist governance, 

Czechoslovakia became like a “lake permanently covered by a thick layer of ice … politics, and 

indeed the whole of public life, is a matter of such supreme indifference” (p. 57). But under this 

metaphorical ice, within the lake, everything and everybody moves in a certain form of 
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resistance, whilst above, on the surface, there is peace and quiet. So as the Prague Spring was 

crushed, so was the whole nation, and so was my parents’ generation of citizens. The system 

changed, life became distorted, relationships were altered and the country slowly transformed 

into what became a post-totalitarian society, the period in which I was born and spent my 

childhood. This is the period with which this thesis is concerned. 

                    
Picture 2. Post-totalitarian childhoods are bound by events of the Prague Spring, as depicted in the 
samizdat edition of the newspaper (Samizdat newspaper, 1988). 

Conceptualising the Post-totalitarian Context 

From a Western perspective, developments in the former Eastern Bloc may have looked 

identical, as countries such as Hungary, Poland and East Germany had largely similar 

governments and laws with a kindred focus and spirit. However, each country had its own 

tensions and developments. In public and lay language, the term post-totalitarianism is used to 

refer to post-1989 developments in the whole region. Unlike the usual meaning of post-

totalitarianism that circulates amongst citizens, I use this concept from the philosophical 

perspective of Václav Havel’s (1985) work. Havel uses this term in relation to the context in 

Czechoslovakia after the violent ending of the Prague Spring and defines post-totalitarianism as 

a philosophical construct, which serves as a framework to how power relations operated during 

the 1970s and 1980s in Czechoslovakia. Therefore whilst post-totalitarianism is a word used in 

everyday language as a synonym for the post-communist era, I contextualize it in my thesis as a 

concept to analyse communist Czechoslovakia in the post-Prague Spring era (Alexandru, 2004; 

Barton, 2006; Capps, 1997; Emery, 1993; Pontuso, 2004). In recent years, other scholarly work 

has linked Havel’s philosophical interpretation of post-totalitarianism to other former Eastern 

Bloc countries (Popescu, 2007). 

Havel’s (1985) text Power of the Powerless uses the notion of post-totalitarianism to discuss 

power relations in the post Prague Spring Czechoslovakia. He argues that in totalitarian Stalinist 

Communism in the 1950s, citizens were governed by extreme, brutal, life-threatening, somatic 

power, affecting their ability to survive. According to Havel, the centralisation of power that was 

exercised via police and military forces towards the citizens in a totalitarian society was 
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recognisable as something akin to a dictatorship. However, this top-down notion of power was 

not relevant to developments in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s, as Havel perceives 

society at this time as different – post-totalitarian - where the shift in the governance of citizens 

moved from censorship by government institutions towards a self-censored, re-created and re-

invented culture and society: 

I do not wish to imply by the prefix "post" that the system is no longer totalitarian; 
on the contrary, I mean that it is totalitarian in a way fundamentally different from 
classical dictatorships, different from totalitarianism as we usually understand it 
(Havel, 1985, p. 27). 

Structures of power in the post-totalitarian regime that are central to Havel’s (1985) writing were 

aimed at all citizens including children, and take an interesting position, as I analyse in chapter 2, 

to Foucault’s (1982, 1991a) work on power. Havel (1985) argues that the society could not be 

divided merely into those with power and those without, but that power was distributed amongst 

all citizens including children, as participants in the production of the post-totalitarian system. 

The lines of power were non-linear and not necessarily represented by the ‘level of power’ of 

groups of people, but by each and every citizen who was (knowingly or unknowingly) “both a 

victim and a supporter of the system” (p. 37) at the same time. Havel implicitly alludes to the 

broad meaning of dissent, as I analyse in chapter 8, and I extend his argument as I argue that 

apart from victims and supporters, all citizens, including children, are (knowingly or 

unknowingly) also rebels of the system. 

In my thesis the philosophical notion of post-totalitarianism refers to the new relationships 

between citizens and the government agencies, and the social conditions that all citizens and 

children were subjected to. I analyse the importance of the post-totalitarian context and its power 

relations to the production of childhoods in chapters 2 and 3. Whilst the authoritarian and 

totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 1950s has been well analysed elsewhere (Formánková & 

Koura, 2008), the post-totalitarian system as a site of production of childhoods remains a 

relatively unknown and unexplored subject (Liehm, 1999). This is perhaps partly because of the 

everydayness of childhood experiences and an apparent lack of the strong, society-penetrating 

propaganda and campaigns of the 1950s. There have been attempts to utilise Havel’s work in 

political (Karabel, 1996; Popescu, 2007) and cultural studies (Bren, 2010); however there has 

been no substantial attempt to ground his theory in relation to childhoods and to education. This 

is one of the contributions of this thesis to the body of scholarship on childhoods and the field of 

education. 

The Discourse of Normalisation 

I use in my thesis Havel’s philosophical term ‘post-totalitarianism’ as it represents the multitudes 

of power relations of the system, whilst acknowledging the complexities of all citizens and 
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children’s living conditions under the control of the government agencies in the 1970s and 

1980s. However, in scholarly and academic texts, this era is often referred to as an ‘era of 

normalisation’, which is used as more of an historical concept than a philosophical one as it 

refers to the effect of the invasion by Warsaw Pact countries on Czechoslovakia during the 

Prague Spring (see for example Ash, 1991; Bren, 2008; Žižek, 2001). This event pushed 

citizens’ lives to return to the so-called ‘normality’ of life before the Prague Spring. Citizens lost 

their jobs because of the way they behaved during the Prague Spring or at the beginning of 

normalisation, and often unskilled but loyal Party members took the leadership positions 

(Kalinová, 1999; Vančura, 1999). Similarly, the education system changed, and childhoods were 

produced under conditions that attempted to return to ‘normality’ of the pre-Prague Spring era 

(Měchýř, 1999). The developments during the Prague Spring were complex, multiple and free of 

censorship, and they created a threat, a deviation in the form of a resistance to the governance of 

the political system. The term normalisation thus suggests that the Prague Spring was not a 

viable option for the governing agencies in the post-totalitarian era. Purges, regulations and 

censorship were the main technologies of government that attempted to maintain a state of what 

normalisation required - a return to the era prior to the Prague Spring (Gruša, 1992). 

The term normalisation points to the 1970s and 1980s as the time of returning to what was 

considered to be the norm by governing agencies before the Prague Spring. I am not arguing 

against using the term normalisation per se, as it is an important label that represents the vein of 

the government agencies in the 1970s, and the desperation behind the use of power to turn 

relationships, developments and peoples’ lives back by a decade. In this time citizens and 

children removed themselves from public life. This opting out of public participation, and 

therefore withdrawing oneself into private life, removed the need for intervention by government 

agencies and educational institutions. On the surface, these seemed to be less complicated times, 

where one could retreat into the private sphere to ignore so-called socialist political, educational 

and cultural developments.  

So while the term normalisation conceptualises the essence of how government agencies 

behaved in all areas of public life, including education, it does not capture the shift in power 

relations, spheres of influence and the subversiveness of the new system (Kusý, 1985). In my 

thesis, I follow Havel and I refer to this period as ‘post-totalitarianism’, whilst the mainstream 

historical, political and public discourse refers to it as ‘normalisation’ (Šimečka, 1984). 

My Post-totalitarian Childhood 

My childhood was shaped by two major events. My family moved within Czechoslovakia, from 

Prague to Bratislava, where in the late 1970s I had my first encounter with early childhood 

education, and my first public experience with the post-totalitarian system and the socialist 

paradigm of education. In the kindergarten, I was actively involved in learning and reciting 
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poems about political and revolutionary figures like Lenin, I listened to the stories from the 

magazine Little Bee as read by my teachers, and made sense of the illustrations in it. Our 

kindergarten often received visits from groups of children called Pioneers and Little Sparks, 

practised and performed mass exercises called Spartakiad for our parents and local communist 

leaders, and I drew and created artwork based on the examples and ideas in Little Bee. Outside 

my encounters with the post-totalitarian context in my teacher-led kindergarten and school, I was 

part of other activities that acted to subvert my main educational experiences. This is the 

public/private divide of post-totalitarianism, where the subject positions of victim, supporter and 

rebel are produced, as I argue in this thesis. 

Outside of educational settings I also experienced the power of the post-totalitarian system 

and how it could impact upon a child. One of the encounters with the technologies of the post-

totalitarian government that is deeply embedded in me, was when my family got permission to 

leave the country for a two week holiday in the early 1980s to experience the ocean in 

Yugoslavia. My family was allowed to leave the country as a result of my brother’s and my own 

respiratory problems that were deliberately exaggerated by sympathetic doctors, who 

recommended that a stay by the ocean would be beneficial for our health. Without this 

recommendation, getting an exit visa from Czechoslovakia was nearly impossible. It was my 

first visit to Yugoslavia and the first time I was to see the ocean, as Czechoslovakia is a 

landlocked country. Driving in the car to the borders, I was thinking of the stories we children 

shared in the kindergarten and school about the ocean - how it looks, how it feels, how it tastes 

and what games can be played in it. However, as we were crossing the borders, the special unit 

of the border patrol intercepted us and searched our car, our luggage, and us. They took apart the 

entire car, our suitcases, everything. The moment I have never forgotten was when they took my 

little plastic children’s suitcase, in which I had toys and various little items that I treasured. The 

woman who took my plastic suitcase was tall, with short blond hair and a green uniform. She got 

hold of my suitcase despite me not wanting to let it go from my hands. She grabbed it, opened it, 

and turned it upside down. The toys fell on the examination table and subsequently on the 

ground. Some of them broke, and some others were taken apart by the examiners. I have never 

forgotten this moment. I became scared of the person whom I was taught in stories from Little 

Bee that I should trust. 

This was a time in which citizens did not know who to trust and who not to talk to. No one 

trusted anybody anymore. Citizens lived double lives, one public and one private. In the post-

totalitarian society thousands of active participants in the Prague Spring signed collaborations 

with the secret police and became undercover informers in exchange for socialist security, 

comforts and goods. These informers were sometimes neighbours and friends. Everybody could 

have been somebody not to be trusted. Citizens became reclusive, and escaped more and more 
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into nature and the mountains and the private domain of life (Bren, 2002). The government 

agencies allowed citizens to have public and private identities, tolerating complaints and 

discontent as long as they remained hidden and did not become public. Citizens were scared of 

hidden microphones and cameras, and every question by a stranger was taken as a test. As the 

Iron Curtain was lifted in 1989 during the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia, archives were 

partly opened and names of collaborators with the system were publicised. Citizens found out the 

names of their family relatives, friends, neighbours and colleagues who had been informing on 

them for years. I will problematize the ethics and truth of the archives in chapter 4, and argue 

that data obtained from these institutions may not necessarily carry the truth that people search 

for in their quest for understanding the past. 

The post-totalitarian system had become more selective and operated by different rules. For 

adults, it was no longer a matter of just applying to join the Communist Party. Following the 

events of the Prague Spring, not everybody was approved to join the Communist Party. The 

Party requested only the most valuable and active workers, teachers and intellectuals. These were 

not necessarily the most skilled citizens, but those who could be considered loyal and who 

remained ‘hard-liners’ during the Prague Spring, and who had seen possibilities for career 

advancements and material potential through their membership (Kusin, 1978). No one knew 

when the invitation to join would come, or when the Party was observing citizens and 

considering who would be appropriate. Not everyone wanted to be a member of the Party, but 

citizens knew that refusing to accept an invitation could be worse than joining in. Joining the 

Party also meant material and societal advantages for the family, and even nowadays people 

defend their past Party membership with the claim that they did not do it for themselves, but for 

their families and children, for their schooling, or to be able to have a career. It is not surprising 

that Šimečka (1984) argued that children became hostages of the post-totalitarian system, and 

that the system tested the strength of citizens’ character (Měchýř, 1999). Nevertheless, since the 

citizens did not know when they were under surveillance and being observed, they self-governed 

and behaved publicly with appropriate manners, and displayed a constant public loyalty to the 

Party. Chapters 6 and 7 analyse in-depth the subject positions of victim and supporter produced 

through children’s magazines. 

Children in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia had their own complexities to face. For them 

there were many colourful Western toys to desire and dream that their parents would be able to 

acquire for them under specific conditions. These Western toys were only available in one 

special store in the city, Tuzex, just opposite our primary school. As soon as the bell rang, we ran 

there to admire toys that we could never reach or play with. There was Lego, and Matchbox cars, 

and Barbies; but only for the children whose parents were allowed to travel to the West. These 

citizens were required to return all their remaining Western money back to the state upon their 
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return to Czechoslovakia, as it was forbidden to possess foreign currency. In exchange they 

received a pretend currency, bony, that was valid only in Tuzex stores, which specialised in 

Western goods (Samizdat newspaper, 1989a, 1989b). Citizens and childhoods were governed by 

the desires of the Western products. This way, public loyalty to the system was maintained 

through the promise of materialist advantages and desires. However, this also created a layer of a 

black market within the society, which occurred under the veil of darkness in the passages where 

speculators would secretly sell citizens bony, so they could buy desired goods (Ash, 1991). 

These complexities contributed to the formation of rebel subjectivities within the childhood 

undergrounds analysed in depth in chapter 8. 

Whilst I was in kindergarten my family went to the mountains for a skiing trip. I did not know 

how to ski properly, and got separated from my family, went downhill, hit the roots of a tree and 

suffered a complex fracture of my left leg. In the hospital I was in much pain, and I made my 

mum promise to get me Lego for being so badly injured and brave. I was so proud and happy. I 

had never had Lego before, but I knew of children in kindergarten who had, and we all desired it. 

Lego brought a child status, respect and friends. When I came back to kindergarten, still with the 

cast on my leg, I proudly announced to everyone that I was going to get Lego. However, I never 

got it. My mum tried but she could not get any bony. She bought me a Russian version of Lego, 

which was neither colourful, versatile, nor interesting. Most importantly, it was not Lego. I cried 

for days and refused to go to kindergarten for weeks. I was too ashamed to face the other 

children. In the context of discussing the productive effects of children’s stories, I will analyse in 

chapter 9 how childhood is governed through desires, using Havel’s (1990) notion of desires and 

Bauman’s (2008) of happiness to theorize it.  

 

                   
  Picture 3. My Pioneer identification card (my photograph, 2010). 
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My childhood was shaped by stories and texts that made me want to become a Little Spark and a 

Pioneer. I addressed my kindergarten teacher only as ‘comrade teacher’, as all other children and 

parents did. Comrade teacher was a greeting that acknowledged the importance of community, 

togetherness, and a pledge towards one common ideological aim. Comrade teacher was also an 

articulated affirmation of the ideological importance of the teaching profession in socialist 

Czechoslovakia. I was proud to be reciting poems about Lenin and the Soviet Union in front of 

the invited communist leaders from the local council. As I worked to become a recipient of the 

star and a Little Spark, texts in the Little Bee guided me in the qualities that I should cherish as I 

gained the new uniform. I loved Little Bee and I could not wait to become a Little Spark. 

Research on Post-totalitarian Childhoods  

The research of Czechoslovak totalitarian and post-totalitarian everyday childhoods is 

marginalised, despite post-totalitarian childhoods having been affected, as Čermáková (1990) 

claims, by the socialist education, intentions and curricula. Macura (2008) conducted a seminal 

research project into the everyday public life of Czechoslovakia under communist governance. 

Whilst he focused prevalently on the Czechoslovak era of 1950s, his research is relevant to 

understanding post-totalitarian childhoods. For Macura, words such as youth, childhood, 

socialism and communism were used as synonyms in the public discourse, and childhoods were 

often associated with sun, light and spring, as government agencies in Czechoslovakia 

considered the country as socialist with the promise of achieving communism in the near future. 

Macura’s research is in many aspects continued in the work of Bren and Formánková. 

Formánková used an historical lens to analyse the totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 1950s. She 

captured the involvement of children in a fight against the American Beetle (Formánková, 2008), 

in the trials of political leaders (Formánková & Koura, 2008) and children’s literature 

(Formánková, 2007a). Bren focused in her research both on the public and private discourse of 

the post-totalitarian era. Whilst Macura’s research was concerned with public, usually city 

spaces, Bren’s (2002) research analyses how citizens’ holiday homes acted as private spaces 

where a quiet life was experienced, as well as where certain resistance to the hegemonic 

discourse was developed within the everyday post-totalitarian life. Bren argues that, 

paradoxically, governing agencies supported this retreat to the quiet life, as they encouraged 

political passivity over the potential danger of resistant activities contained in the privacy of 

citizen-owned properties. Bren’s (2010) research is produced from the perspective of a cultural 

historian focused on the public post-totalitarian discourse, which she explores through the lens of 

television programmes aired in Czechoslovakia. 

Šimečka (1984) provides us with a distinctive analysis of the post-totalitarian era from the 

perspective of a dissident, and problematizes political and social aspects of post-totalitarian 

everyday life in relation to spheres such as education. The social changes in Czechoslovakia in 
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the 1970s and 1980s are then addressed in sociological research conducted by Kalinová (1999, 

2012). The projects above are influential to my research and I return to them throughout my 

study, not withstanding the fact they have not directly addressed my topic of interest - post-

totalitarian childhoods and children’s literature. 

Perhaps the most compelling picture of everyday childhoods is given through 

autobiographical accounts. Sís (2007) in his autobiographical book for children explores the 

history of totalitarian and post-totalitarian childhoods, and how the post-totalitarian society 

operated. Sís (2007) writes about his childhood: “[a]fter drawing whatever he wanted to at home, 

he drew what he was told at school” (pp. 10-11). Similar stories of post-totalitarianism can be 

traced in narratives by Šebo (2009, 2010). Lutherová (2010) also explored post-totalitarian 

childhoods in her sociological study. She interviewed adults about their childhood memories of 

the post-totalitarian system, and her research can be interpreted as an analysis of how multitudes 

of childhoods are produced through the similar experiences in the public and private spheres of 

children. Nowadays, adults recollect their post-totalitarian public and private childhoods from 

various angles as they reflect upon their childhoods through the public space, such as discussion 

forums in online articles or within social networks (Social network discussion, 2012).  

Ash (1991) argues that the political context (including power relations and censorship) in 

Czechoslovakia was different to that in other countries of the Eastern Bloc, and as Kusá (1995) 

demonstrated, complicated by the ideology penetrating the society. This was probably because of 

the experience of the Prague Spring, and the specific nature of the post-totalitarian system. Falk 

(2003) in her study, on the other hand, argues for many similarities of the Central European 

region behind the Iron Curtain, especially in the area of dissent and underground. Therefore, 

research projects from other Eastern Bloc countries that experienced socialism and communist 

governance are important, but at the same time they must be considered with caution in relation 

to my study. These include Visan’s (2006) exploration of Romanian everyday totalitarian 

childhoods conducted through interviews of adults remembering their childhoods, Muursepp 

(2005), Gubergrits (2005) and Thomson-Wohlgemuth’s (2005) analysis of totalitarian children’s 

literature in Estonia, Russia and East Germany, as well as Millei’s (2011) analysis of the 

governing of the Hungarian child in socialist kindergartens through curriculum documents and 

how they link to the current Australian landscape. 

Post-totalitarian Children’s Magazines 

The children’s magazine Little Bee was influenced by the post-totalitarian period of the 1970s 

and 1980s, which had a strong influence on children’s literature and children’s magazines 

(Janáčková, 1999). During this time, all areas of life, including the field of literature (and 

literature for children) was full of tensions and purges, as some writers were not allowed to 

publish, while others were pushed forward to produce many publications as researchers and 
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scholars have demonstrated (Beneš, 1972; Marčok, 1991; Šámal, 2009b; Toman, 1996). Měchýř 

(1999) and Taylor (2009) emphasize that these decisions were not based on the quality of work, 

but on individual authors’ conformity and loyalty to the political system of post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia, and their relationship and behaviour during the Prague Spring. Marčok (2004) 

and Stanislavová (2010) state that magazines such as Little Bee were instrumental in the lives of 

children. This pattern of tension and control of literature changed after the 1970s; in the 1980s 

some bans were lifted, and some other ‘forbidden’ writers were secretly allowed to publish by 

editorial boards of children’s magazines. Many ‘forbidden’ writers of adult literature shifted the 

scope of their writing to include and focus on children’s literature (Janáčková, 1999), as it was 

perceived by the system as an area where censorship did not need to be strictly followed unlike 

in the literature and art for adults (Urbanová, Šubrtová, & Janáček, 2008). Usually, work of these 

‘forbidden’ writers in children’s magazines such as Little Bee was not limited to the prescribed 

celebrations of childhoods of happy Little Sparks and Pioneers, the Communist Party and the 

Soviet Union. I further analyse the production of childhoods and childhood subjectivities through 

these texts and stories in chapters 6 and 7. 

The matter of the wider corpus of post-totalitarian children’s literature is not analysed in my 

research. However, it is important to note what Czechoslovak researchers under the communist 

governance published about children’s literature and magazines in Western journals. For 

example, Števková (1989) argues that post-totalitarian children’s literature “should teach one to 

laugh and enjoy things, as well as to view the world, man's deeds, and everything that's going on 

in a serious light" (p. 75) and further states that the books for the pre-school child in 

Czechoslovakia “can do miracles … [i]t can open his or her eyes and heart wide, to perceive the 

beauty of our world and to learn to enjoy it” (p. 77). Opravilová (1989) further notes that in the 

post-totalitarian kindergartens activities for children range from 

recitation, reading-aloud sessions and discussion of stories and illustrations to 
children’s independent drawing of scenes illustrating the given story-line. Under the 
teacher’s guidance some of the stories are then enacted by children themselves. The 
programme of all these activities is by no means fortuitous or spontaneous, but 
follows a certain premeditated model (p. 70). 

Unlike children’s literature books, children’s magazines then “fulfill a heuristic and experimental 

function in that they allow for a more speedy publication of new works responding to topical 

events” (p. 72). In this sense, Little Bee responded in its texts to public celebrations and 

mournings in the post-totalitarian society. In Czechoslovakia, every age group of children, 

including pre-schoolers, was targeted with a specific magazine that, according to Opravilová 

(1989), “ensures immediacy and individualization in the child’s contact with text and 

illustrations. The intensity of individual perception of each child is moreover enhanced by the 

shared thrill experienced by the group over each page of the magazine” (p. 72). Opravilová 
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acknowledges the impressive dissemination and impact of children’s magazines and notes the 

various activities these magazines provide. She concludes in her study that socialist post-

totalitarian literature for children is 

the primary tool[s] in our endeavor to create a balanced world of childhood and to 
meet the child’s natural demand for happiness. Hence we extend a helping hand to 
children by offering them books for guidance. Children may accept this kind of 
guidance with mixed feelings, with reluctance or with confidence. But once they 
learn to appreciate books as life-long companions, the battle is won. Books are here 
to help children respond to the world that surrounds them, to make them realize that 
the world can be a pleasant place to live in, to make them wish to participate in this 
world (p. 73). 

The stories embedded in children’s literature and children’s magazines are powerful technologies 

of government, in moulding childhoods and in the production of childhood subjectivities. Whilst 

studies of children’s magazines are embedded within the field of children’s literature, and 

perhaps even the wider discourse of mass culture, children’s magazines represent in themselves 

an extremely diverse research area. Children’s magazines have been well researched 

internationally from a wide range of perspectives such as: stereotyping (Almerico & Fillmer, 

1989); public health and nutrition (Jones, Mannino, & Green, 2010); ideology (Visan, 2006; 

Wheeler, 2001); numeracy (Joram, Resnick, & Gabriele, 1995); historical exploration of the 

image of the child (Carter, 2009; Pugliese, 2009; Ringel, 2005); and sexuality (Pyke, 2006). 

Rarely however, is this research focused on preschool magazines. Researchers that have focused 

on Czechoslovakia have mostly been concerned with analysing magazines for school-aged 

children and questions such as: gender identities (Morvayová & Plichtová, 2004); ideology and 

censorship (Formánková, 2006); and cultural, historical and literary discourse (Sedlák, 2009; 

Urbanová, 2003; Vitézová, 2000). In addition, Hrubá (2009) focused on one volume from the 

1950s and another one from the 2000s in her literary comparative analysis of the preschool and 

school magazine Mateřídouška. Her research project however did not consider the post-

totalitarian era.  

Up to now, no substantial research has analysed preschool magazines in Czechoslovakia, and 

how they produced childhoods in kindergarten settings remains un-debated in the research 

literature. So although Little Bee is acknowledged as an integral part of children’s preschool 

education and care in the Czechoslovakian context through post-totalitarian Ministry documents 

(Curriculum document, 1975), it has not been subjected to any substantial research. 

The Post-totalitarian Little Bee 

The magazine Little Bee, which is the site of my analysis, was published and distributed in the 

Slovak part of Czechoslovakia, and targeted mainly children of preschool age in kindergartens. 

Most of the magazine content related to children and their childhood activities, and some 
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sections guided kindergarten teachers and parents in how to educate and raise children. Little Bee 

was first published in the democratic Czechoslovakia of the 1930s, but ceased to exist shortly 

after that. In 1959 it was re-incarnated and has been published, with different content and in 

different formats, but under the same name and for the same audience since then (Stanislavová, 

2010). The magazine went through various textual and graphic changes in response to the 

ideologies and government rationalities in power, which had been forming childhoods in the 

Czechoslovakian landscape of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.  

From my own research, Little Bee had an important role in the education of young children 

during the Communist system in Czechoslovakia, but its impact differed under various political 

conditions. Even at a quick glance, differences in themes, illustrations, topics and the language 

used in Little Bee are evident in each decade. For example, in my own review of copies of Little 

Bee (in chapters 6 and 7), during the Prague Spring the focus of Little Bee became less 

concerned with the celebration of the Communist Party and the Soviet Union. As censorship was 

lifted, the published stories and illustrations became more influenced by artistic and editorial 

expression than by following the censor and the Party line. However, in the 1970s and 1980s, 

themes and topics that mostly reflected a strong presence of the Communist Party and its 

ideology resumed, alongside stories that did not overtly respond to the governing ideology. So 

the shifts in governance of the country influenced the way the magazine was edited for both 

format and content. Little Bee is still published today, in the neoliberal context, however it has 

lost its monopoly position and its wide distribution network. 

In the period of post-totalitarianism, Little Bee broadened its scope to address not only 

children, but also their teachers and parents, through publishing separate editorials for children 

and for adults. The frequency of publishing shifted from monthly to fortnightly, and the 

magazine’s influence broadened from distribution to kindergartens by term, to all-year 

publishing, including the summer holidays. This represented a very significant push to 

disseminate the influence of Little Bee beyond kindergartens to families and to share the 

responsibility of using the magazine as a resource with children beyond teachers to parents. The 

monopoly Little Bee had in the post-totalitarian society meant that it had no competitor in the 

Slovak part of Czechoslovakia. Evidence of its wide distribution is present in official reports, 

and its mass distribution was encouraged through advertisements, articles and competitions 

making a push for 100% of children to be subscribed as readers. Little Bee could thus become 

part of every child’s life in the kindergarten as well as at home. Little Bee and, other published 

texts and stories can be analysed in Havelian terms as producing children as both victims and 

supporters of the new post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. I argue that while Little Bee aimed to 

produce socialist, political childhood subjectivities within the official dominant discourse, 



21 

childhoods were also moulded by other, resistant discourses, embedded in other unofficial texts, 

literature and play, that produced each child as a rebel. 

Overview of the Chapters and Use of Literature 

Firstly, I explain the referencing and the use of translations and archival data in my thesis. I have 

modified the APA referencing style used to clarify and recognize the archival sources within the 

text, such as articles from the children's magazines Little Bee, Wild Thyme, Pioneer, or 

Kindergarten and Pioneer chronicles, Curriculum documents, Kindergarten and Pioneer 

guidelines, Samizdat newspapers, Archival films and Social network discussions (see chapter 4 

for an explanation what they mean and contain). Therefore while in the text of this thesis these 

will be used to highlight the nature of the source, the reference list includes their full APA 

reference. All quotes from the archival documents mentioned above are my translations, as well 

as samizdat texts by Bondy and Jirous in chapter 8. In all other texts available only in the Czech 

or Slovak language I include the remark ‘my translation’. If the text is already translated, and 

contains errors, I use [sic] in the text or ‘errors in original' after the reference. Also, I will keep 

names and places in the original Czech or Slovak language unless otherwise noted in text. All 

images used are part of my data collection apart from pictures 1 and 3, which are my 

photographs, and picture 8, which is taken from another source. 

My thesis is an exploration of how children’s literature, in particular the preschool magazine 

Little Bee, contributed to the production of childhoods and childhood subjectivities in post-

totalitarian Czechoslovakia. I conduct this work through an analysis of the layers of texts and 

stories in both official and dissident literature. Whilst the chapters of my thesis touch on politics, 

history, art, media studies and teacher training, my writing is centred on the production of 

childhoods in early childhood education settings. I explore the tensions between public, ideal, 

expected childhoods and private, resistant childhoods filled with desires for alternative 

experiences - and how both are produced through texts and stories. My discussion of children’s 

magazines complicates the nature of everyday life in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakian 

kindergartens, and leads me to problematise how children’s literature and stories produced 

childhoods. Whilst the chapters are linked together, they aim to provide an assemblage of post-

totalitarian childhoods and a sense of their multi-layered non-linear development. It is my hope 

that the chapters are able to stand alone, to represent diverse discourses of how childhood 

subjectivities are produced, whilst at the same time they remain connected through my 

overarching argument, which leads in the final chapter to potential links with the current 

neoliberal discourses. 

Chapter 2 analyses how childhood subjectivities are produced through stories and outlines 

the theoretical underpinnings of my thesis. In this chapter I focus on the philosophical 

framework of my research such as Havel’s notions of power and state-citizen relations, and 
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relevant ideas of Foucault’s about governmentality, power, subject positions and subjectivities. 

Specific emphasis is given to the link between Havel’s concept of living within the truth and 

Foucault’s genealogical exploration of parrhesia. Chapter 3 transitions the philosophical enquiry 

of Chapter 2 into a practical attempt to research childhoods. I use Havel’s story of the 

Greengrocer to theorize how childhood subjectivities are produced in the post-totalitarian 

context. 

The narrative of chapter 4 is focused on my experiences of archival research in former 

Czechoslovakia, as I searched for documents related to the production of children’s stories and 

literature in the post-totalitarian era. This chapter portrays the tension between the discovery of 

data that complicates and problematises the uncharted territories of the ethics of dealing with 

archival materials and post-totalitarian childhood subjectivities. I analyse my experiences in a 

Havelian sense, focusing on the idea that all citizens took advantage of the system and were also 

victimised by it. This archival research experience opens up my study to concerns about the 

subversive nature of desire and to powerful moments of childhood subjectification. Chapter 5 is 

focused on the period of the 1950s as a formative period without which it is impossible to 

understand the multiple developments of the 1970s and 1980s. This chapter is concerned with 

how totalitarian childhoods in Czechoslovakia in the 1950s were produced through children’s 

literature. It introduces an overview of the genealogy of the construction of childhoods, and 

argues that official discourses of childhoods were produced through influential magazines, and 

that the stories published in them were seminal to the way curriculum materials were 

implemented in kindergartens, schools and homes.  

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 analyse the data from Little Bee and from my archival research. These 

chapters return my analysis to the post-totalitarian era. They share a common focus on the 

production of childhoods and childhood subjectivities through stories. Each chapter focuses on 

different subjectivities, however these are also inseparable and intrinsically linked. Chapter 6 is 

concerned with the production of children as victim subjects, through political acts and the 

concepts of political father figures. Archival data from the post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia in the 

form of artwork from children, letters from teachers and governing agencies concerning 

childhoods, and how these materials became part of the public discourse, are analysed and reflect 

how children could have been thinking about themselves. Chapter 7 is focused on the child in 

the subject position of a supporter. Through the children’s magazine Little Bee and its role in the 

production of childhoods as a framework for citizenship education, notions of peace and families 

in stories are central to this analysis. This chapter complicates the notion of celebrations such as 

May Day parades, and focuses on childhood subjectivities, becoming Little Sparks and Pioneers 

with certain specific qualities, values and ideas. The texts in Little Bee, where childhood is 

represented through the body, problematize how this body is educated and moulded. The 
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tensions relate to children exercising at Spartakiad, to demonstrate power over the body, 

marching and being with soldiers, to prepare the children’s bodies through stories for tightening 

the borders against enemies. As a result, specific childhoods were produced and maintained 

through physical activities, such as Spartakiad, engagement with soldiers and weapons, and 

actively supporting the border patrol to catch enemies of socialism.  

The underlying notion in chapter 8 is the complexity of childhoods and the connectedness 

between childhoods and the adult world in the post-totalitarian context, as well as the tension 

between the private and public discourse of childhood with respect to the production of 

childhood subjectivities. It is concerned with the subjectivity of a rebel, as the subversive 

product of children’s stories that resist the official discourse. I analyse the childhood 

underground as a resistance using the subversive stories that produced other childhoods to those 

produced by Little Bee. The focus is on samizdat literature for children, alternative magazines, 

Western TV programmes, and children’s stories. The childhoods of this era had specific 

characteristics and desires. The stories that governed these childhoods shifted their focus 

throughout the different political contexts of Czechoslovakia, and produced political childhoods. 

Chapter 9 concludes my thesis and draws together insights based on previous individual 

chapters as it emphasizes the political productions of multitudes of childhoods and childhood 

subjectivities. This chapter concludes with remarks on how power relations between governing 

agencies, children’s magazines and literature influence and produce childhood subjectivities. 

Lastly it draws the connections made throughout the thesis into other political and ideological 

contexts, as it provokes consideration of conditions and power relations, with respect to officially 

published children’s literature, censorships and childhood subjectivities, such as to the New 

Zealand’s My Feelings series. It is here that I begin the next research journey, drawing 

connections and illustrations to current and different ideologies and children’s literature and how 

they produce childhoods and childhood subjectivities. 
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Chapter 2  

Power, Truth and Childhoods: The Philosophical Framework 
 

Forgetting is a key to so-called normalisation of Czechoslovakia. In effect, the 
regime has said to the people: ‘Forget 1968. Forget your democratic traditions. 
Forget that you were once citizens with rights and duties. Forget politics. In return 
we will give you a comfortable, safe life. There’ll be plenty of food in the shops and 
cheap beer in the pubs. You may afford a car even a little country cottage – and you 
won’t have to work competitively. We don’t ask you to believe in us or in our 
fatuous ideology. By all means listen to the Voice of America and watch Austrian 
television (sotto voce – so do we). All we ask that you will outwardly and publicly 
conform: join the ritual “elections”, vote the prescribed way in the “trade union” 
meetings, enrol your children in the “socialist” youth organization. Keep your mind 
to yourself’ (Ash, 1991, pp. 55-56, emphasis in original). 

... while life, in its essence, moves toward plurality, diversity, independent self-
constitution, and self organization, in short, toward the fulfilment of its own freedom, 
the post-totalitarian system demands conformity, uniformity, and discipline. While 
life ever strives to create new and improbable structures, the post-totalitarian system 
contrives to force life into its most probable states. The aims of the system reveal its 
most essential characteristic to be introversion, a movement toward being ever more 
completely and unreservedly itself, which means that the radius of its influence is 
continually widening as well. This system serves people only to the extent necessary 
to ensure that people will serve it (Havel, 1985, pp. 29-30).  

 

Introduction 

In the first chapter I focused on setting the scene to invite the reader into a story that is extremely 

complex, twisted, unfamiliar and possibly confusing to anyone who has not experienced life 

behind the Iron Curtain. I introduced traits of stories and their contexts that shaped the 

production of childhoods in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, to illustrate the significance of 

power relations in the system and their unavoidable presence in everyday life. The underlying 

tension was that childhoods were protected, shielded, shaped and governed by the post-

totalitarian system, as it invented subjectivities in both private and public domains. Childhoods 

are also the implicit focus of this philosophical framework, in terms of how they were affected 

by public propaganda, how they served the system, as well as how they resisted the hegemonic 

public post-totalitarian discourse. I analyse the complex power relations in the post-totalitarian 

context of silent and invisible technologies of control, and argue that these forces of control were 

present in the layers of everyday discourses that positioned children, and their emergent 

subjectivities, as both victims and supporters of the system. However, my research also explores 

the notion of the ‘rebel’ in this system, a rebel who could discover subjective positions that ran 

counter to the dominant discourse. The differing subjective orientations of the victim, supporter 
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and rebel, this thesis argues, are the unintended consequence of the multi-faceted power 

structures emblematic of post-totalitarianism in which multi-layered childhoods could occur. I 

explore these childhoods through the lens of post-totalitarian adulthood, while navigating 

through the spaces framed by the productive power of post-totalitarian educational institutions. 

I begin the chapter by charting the discussion of the genealogy of power relations in terms of 

how childhood subjectivities are governed. The site for my investigation is the post-totalitarian 

system, and the emphasis it placed on how power relations produce childhood subjectivities, and 

how government and ideology shape this production. This chapter will however not consider the 

post-totalitarian system from a political standpoint and it will not engage with the philosophy of 

Marxism-Leninism that dominated the ideology during the time on which I focus. I will only 

consider ideology as a general binding force in the power relations that produced childhoods. 

Also, in this framework I use only the parts of Havel’s and Foucault’s philosophies that shape 

my argument about how power relations produce childhood subjectivities through children’s 

literature and magazines. My concern is the production of childhood subjectivities through Little 

Bee, in which adults aimed to protect the innocence of childhoods, whilst exposing them to 

ideological statements, stories, and texts. Thus, I analyse children’s literature and particularly 

this children’s magazine as technologies of government. 

Havel’s and Foucault’s work and ideas were influenced by their own experiences of the 

political systems they lived in (Marshall, 2008; Pontuso, 2004). As I analyse in this chapter, I 

perceive their philosophical conceptualisations as distinctive, sometimes even contradictory, but 

useful to provide a framework for the study of the production of post-totalitarian childhood 

subjectivities. In my study, I consider them as philosophers and thinkers, as two inseparable 

entities connected and drawn together in terms of my research. I am not arguing that their 

frameworks are the same or in opposition to each other; my argument is that they share certain 

commonalities. The key points that I introduce in this chapter are the discourse of subjugation 

and dominance, a genealogy of power relations and the act of truth-telling. 

Discourses of Subjugation and Dominance 

Havel and Foucault both argued for a critique of the dominant discourse. With respect to this 

hegemony Foucault (2003) promoted the “insurrection of subjugated knowledges” (p. 7). What 

Foucault calls subjugated knowledge is knowledge not on the same level as any proven 

knowledge, but rather knowledge that is not officially approved, recognised and that has 

sometimes not even surfaced. Foucault (2003) states that “genealogies are, quite specifically, 

antisciences” (p. 9). This argument emphasises his position on subjugated knowledge as a 

perspective of thinking of genealogies as not only a means to research subjugated knowledges 

but to “fight the power-effects characteristic of any discourse that is regarded as scientific” (p. 

9). So Foucault’s relationship with the discourse of dominance takes the perspective of research 
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and knowledges situated at the fringes of officially approved knowledges. The ideology of 

Marxism - Leninism was considered to be a science that justified and guided the purpose of the 

socialist society and the Communist Party (Bocheński, 1994). Thus, in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia, the officially approved knowledge was a powerful instrument that shaped the 

production and the position of the subjugated knowledges, geneaologies and subjectivities of 

adults and children. Apart from forming victims and supporters of the system, this led also to the 

formation of adult-dissidents and child-rebels. 

A community of dissidents surrounded Havel’s life in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. This 

community was small and constituted only a tiny fraction of the country’s population. For 

example, in 1977, only 242 citizens signed Charter 77 (rising up to 1900 signatures before the 

Iron Curtain fell), a declaration calling for human rights in a country with 15 million citizens 

(Blažek, 2007). Charter 77 was an important act of resistance in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia 

(and overseas, as an inspiration to Charter 88 in Britain, Charter 97 in Belarus, and Charter 08 in 

China). The document was a request to respect human rights as the government agencies of 

Czechoslovakia had promised internationally, by signing the Helsinki declaration in 1975. 

Signing, distributing or being in possession of this document was considered a crime. Many 

citizens, including Havel, were persecuted for crossing the boundary between private and public 

life, with dire consequences for some, such as the famous philosopher Patočka, who died during 

his interrogation (Ash, 1991). Whilst Havel’s texts were famous amongst artists abroad and his 

plays were performed around the world, his writings and philosophy were virtually unknown in 

Czechoslovakia at this time due to strong censorship (Index on Censorship, 1973). Havel himself 

was often detained and imprisoned, and lived in constant anticipation of punishment. In 1975, 

when Havel wrote an open letter to the president and leader of the Communist Party of 

Czechoslovakia (Havel, 1989), he opposed the public discourse of post-totalitarian dominance, 

and placed his life in danger. He revealed public opposition to the leading Party and showed that 

not all citizens were publicly supportive of the regime. His act of writing this ‘public letter’ 

uncovered subjugated knowledges that existed in the underground, even at great danger to 

himself and others around him. This act of subordination, so dangerous in the context of the 

adult world, was happening in the microcosm of the playground. Without the very adult spectre 

of death and torture, children also traded subjugated knowledges amongst themselves in the form 

of stories that shaped their childhoods, as I analyse in chapter 8. Subjugated knowledges were 

not exclusive to the adult-dissident, and the ‘underground’ of the playground performed a vital 

element of resistance that mirrored, or to a certain extent offered solace and hope to, their adult-

rebel counterparts. 

My philosophical framework draws on this genealogical link between child and adult, and is 

shaped by the notions of governmentality (Foucault, 1982) and genealogy (Foucault, 1980), 
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through which I make sense of the production of post-totalitarian childhood subjectivities. 

Through Havel’s and Foucault’s philosophical lenses I argue how government agencies under 

the umbrella of the post-totalitarian ideology created and published Little Bee, which subjectified 

and produced diverse childhoods in everyday post-totalitarian life. I focus on Foucault’s notion 

of power and Havel’s notion of ‘living within the truth’ to analyse how childhoods are 

constructed and childhood subjectivities are produced (Foucault, 1980; Havel, 1989). These two 

concepts form my point of entry into the post-totalitarian discourse of the production of 

childhoods; they frame my research and enable me to make sense of and analyse children’s 

stories and texts. However, the spotlight of this chapter is on the concept of power in the 

philosophical work of Václav Havel, and its relevance to childhoods in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia. 

Havel’s Death 

Václav Havel was a Czech playwright, essayist, philosopher and later in his life, after the fall of 

communism, president. Whilst Czechoslovakia was under communist regime, he was persecuted 

and punished for his philosophical and political opinions and writings. Havel was labelled in the 

1970s and 1980s as a troublemaker, a drunk and a danger to socialist values by the governing 

agencies (Keane, 1999). In 1989, upon the fall of the Iron Curtain in European countries, when 

the process of liberation and the abolishment of censorship had begun, Havel was the voice, the 

face and the leader of the so-called peaceful Velvet Revolution (Barton, 2006; Bradley, 1992). 

Faced with the challenge and pressure from the public as to what should happen with members 

and supporters of the Communist Party, he stated to the 100,000 strong crowd gathered in the 

centre of Prague: “We are not like them” to seek revenge (Taylor, 2009). This marked the 

beginning of his position as a president - philosopher, as he pursued a decision based on his prior 

philosophical text, a belief that all subjects were produced under the umbrella of the post-

totalitarian context, and therefore all subjects supported the regime as well as suffered under its 

rule. Havel, as a most outspoken voice of dissent, was in 1989 elevated to the highest political 

position of president, symbolically represented by the castle as his residence. Havel remained in 

the position of president of Czechoslovakia and subsequently, of the Czech Republic, for 14 

years, and his friends and fellow dissidents became part of the governing structures. The 

transition from citizen Havel to president Havel, his journey from the subjugated to the dominant 

discourse, and the elevation of unscientific knowledge, power and truth, was a smooth, 

inartificial act. In keeping with traditional Czech fairy tales, it also had a fantastic element to 

both his rise from dissident to president, and to the complex moral message of bringing the 

subjugated knowledge of the ’underground’ into the hegemonic discourse of dominance. 

Originally underground and forbidden, Havel’s fantastic story infused the executive, legislative 

and representative functions responsible for governing Czechoslovakia and later also the Czech 
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Republic. In a Foucauldian sense, Havel, as the outspoken dissident and eventual figurehead, 

was both the embodiment and performance of the ascendency of a version of Foucault’s anti-

sciences to discursive and political power. Childhood counter-cultures, in this context, proved 

not only vital but also signalled the importance of knowledges often regarded as ‘childish’. 

Václav Havel died in December 2011, as I was embarking upon the final year of writing my 

thesis. Whilst his death was not unexpected due to his much publicised health problems, I was 

shocked. A couple of days before his death the Dalai Lama paid him a visit and publicly wished 

him strong health and many years of life ahead (Česká tisková kancelář, 2011). Whilst the Dalai 

Lama and Havel had met many times over the past twenty years, and were bound by friendship 

and shared interests in human rights and freedom movements, the timing of the Dalai Lama’s 

visit, when Havel was very sick and cancelling most of his meetings, seemed very symbolic: the 

spiritual leader came to ease the process of dying for the former leader of Czechoslovakia. The 

news of Havel’s death came a few days after this meeting. Soon after that I read a passage from 

Deleuze, speaking of Foucault’s death, and how he “felt a real need to write a book. When 

someone that you like and admire dies, you sometimes need to draw their picture. Not to glorify 

them, still less to defend them, not to remember, but rather to produce a final likeness you can 

find only in death…” (Deleuze, 1995, p. 102). I feel similarly about Havel and his work, and this 

quote articulates how Havel’s work gained its central position in my thesis. 

Foucault’s Genealogy of Power Relations 

Genealogies search for unexpected relationships, and non-linear, accidental origins, whilst they 

focus on complexities and contradictive productions of citizens (and childhoods) through 

power/knowledge relationships (Ailwood, 2004; Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982; Foucault, 1980). 

Foucault re-interprets Nietzsche’s concept of genealogy and I use this notion to analyse the 

power structures which are the subject of my inquiry (Fitzsimons, 2011; Locke, 2004). 

Foucault’s genealogy or genealogical method has a “unique interest in the power of practice, not 

subjects, to determine the form of discourse” (Bastalich, 2004). Within this framework of 

genealogy I use Foucault’s notion of govermentality that Duhn (2006) argues “emphasises a 

double focus on large political structures as well as on micro-politics to develop a sense of how 

political power produces subjects in contemporary society” (p. 21). Genealogical studies produce 

a philosophical framework centred on the concept of govermentality, which I apply in a 

discursive analysis of texts from Little Bee and archival documents. 

Govermentality allows me to research the alternative, non-linear ways of how political 

rationalities govern childhood subjectivities and it leads me to examine how government 

agencies and systems administer citizens (Rose, 1993). Rose (1993) focuses on “the forms of 

power that subject us, the systems of rule that administer us, the types of authority that master 

us” (p. 286) in neoliberal society, whilst Larner and Walters (2004) explore governmentality 
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from the position of “how governing always involves particular representations, knowledges, and 

expertise” (p. 496). In my study I extend these notions in terms of the post-totalitarian system, as 

governmentality enables me to focus on what Rose (1993) calls “problematizing life and seeking 

to act upon it” (p. 288). 

My genealogical explorations of power relations in political contexts lead me back to 

Foucault’s (1980) work on power and its relationship with institutions. The Foucauldian question 

of ‘how’ inspires my philosophical framework, as it guides my examination of techniques and 

instruments that are indispensible to the way government agencies operate. The traditional model 

of a juridical power construct claims that power belongs to someone, as it can be possessed by a 

class, people or an institution (Lemke, 2002). Within this concept someone or an institution at 

the top of the hierarchy possesses the power, which is subsequently forced and distributed 

towards the bottom. Such a distribution of power is therefore punitive, dark, repressive, and 

usually takes the form of orders and pressure. Foucault (1991a) argues that historically the way 

power was utilised, for example in prisons, was to punish the prisoners and to discipline their 

bodies. He rejects this traditional model of power of the individual and group, and introduces it 

in a new form. Foucault argues for a disciplinary type of power, where power is exercised, and 

not possessed by any particular group or institution. Foucault’s key point was that power is not 

only repressive, but productive by nature, and his claim that power produces knowledge and 

subjectivities is decisive for my study of post-totalitarian childhoods. The understanding of this 

productive nature of power then means that power cannot be studied on its own. Power thus 

needs to be analysed as linked to institutions, political contexts, ideologies and the government, 

as the mechanisms of ‘visibility’ (Arac, 1994). The aim of my philosophical framework is to 

examine the way power shaped the post-totalitarian context through its repressive and productive 

force.  

Havel’s Power Relations 

To further analyse Foucault’s notion of disciplinary power, and how it shaped the post-

totalitarian system, I now turn to Havel’s philosophy. Havel’s (1985) concern is a shift within the 

power relations of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s, where he 

distinguished its nature from how it operated in a traditional dictatorship. Power in the post-

totalitarian society was still central to the executive committee of the Communist Party, but the 

way it operated in the public and private domain had changed. It meant that if citizens wanted to 

live a comfortable life without repercussions they had to accept living within a lie and to publicly 

conform with the system and its requirements (Havel, 1989). Unlike in the totalitarian system, 

citizens’ private lives were undisturbed by the system as long as they did not cross into the 

public sphere. So the power relations in the post-totalitarian system were bound by a social 

contract, that if citizens supported the prescribed rules and publicly demonstrated their support of 
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the regime, ideology and the leading party, there would be no repression towards them and their 

private lives would remain untouched. And so citizens, including children, publicly declared 

their support for the regime, for example with marches down the main square in May Day 

parades with their teachers, holding pro-regime banners and waving and cheering to the 

members of the Communist Party standing on the stage above.  

Havel’s work on power in Power of the Powerless was written in the late 1970s, but 

circulated only as a samizdat publication until it was published in the West in 1985. Havel’s texts 

remained unpublished in Czechoslovakia, as he belonged to the group of ‘forbidden’ writers 

whose work existed only in the form of samizdats, the underground, illegal, unofficial 

publications that were self made, copied and distributed. Being in possession of or circulating 

samizdat publications was a dangerous act that could result in detention or even imprisonment. 

Havel’s text targets the post-totalitarian context, a “depressing novelty” (Keane, 1985, p. 8), 

where no person is without guilt, and all citizens are subjected to complex and permanent forms 

of surveillance and self-surveillance. Keane (1985), a Havel scholar and biographer, further 

notes that “public opposition of any kind is always regarded by the State authorities as seditious, 

which is also why ‘dissidents’ are to be found not only amongst the intellectuals, but also in 

every café, street queue, factory and church” (p. 8). Havel’s work thus acknowledges dissidents 

within the victim/supporter framework, as those who cross from private to public. I extend 

Havel’s perception of a dissident to include the child-rebel, an analytical category that serves to 

position the child-rebel as the genealogical link to the adult-dissident, elaborated in chapter 8.  

 Havel’s analysis of the post-totalitarian context touches upon every aspect of human life 

within the system including politics, censorship, education and childhoods. Havel’s work charts 

the philosophical underpinnings of the parameters and conditions within which the children’s 

magazine Little Bee was published. He analyses the shift in power relations and the way the post-

totalitarian mechanisms operate in a “fresh and challenging way” (Lukes, 1985, p. 11). These 

mechanisms interact within more anonymous, selective and calculated power relations than in 

the totalitarian system in Czechoslovakia during the 1950s. Keane (1985) notes that Havel 

identifies the main difference between the totalitarian and post-totalitarian system as 

… no longer do these regimes strive to control fully the bodies and souls of their 
subjects, to embrace everything in depth, to bring everyone together so as to produce 
a single will, crystallized in the caesarist leader. Contemporary totalitarianism 
demands precisely the opposite of its populations: passivity, opportunism, 
mediocrity, cynicism, an exclusive concern with cultivating such ‘private’ concerns 
as career and family life. The regime of ‘real socialism’ is content with the regulation 
and control of apparent behaviour; so long as its subjects conform and only disagree 
silently, they are probably safe (p. 8). 

Living in such a system thus encourages, and even forces, the withdrawal from the public sphere 

into the private spaces of life. Czech dissident and thinker Benda (1991) imagines that these 
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private spaces should create ‘parallel polis1’, which provide alternative experiences for citizens. 

Benda applies this idea of parallel polis in various contexts including parallel education systems, 

childhoods and discourses of knowledges. Whilst Little Bee was published in the dominant 

discourse of the public sphere, the parallel polis presents the resistant, private sphere of 

children’s cultures and childhood undergrounds as analysed in chapter 8. Benda’s parallel polis 

is a significant concept as it recognises life outside the public domain, and contributes to the 

theorisation of the tension between private and public discourses. A political system, in which 

the construct of parallel polis seems to be the only way to explore alternative knowledges, led 

Vohryzek to refer to this system as a period of ‘perpetuum silentium2’ (Vohryzek, 1985, p. 200). 

The notion of the parallel polis creates a possibility for small groups of citizens to act upon 

events in a radically different way from other citizens in the public domain. However, as Lukes 

(1985) claims, we should consider that dissidents “are few and isolated just because they speak 

aloud, and reflect upon, what everyone thinks” (p. 18). This tension is explored in this thesis 

through the official Little Bee literature and the unofficial children’s stories in chapters 6, 7 and 

8. 

The idea of parallel polis is developed within the lines of Havel’s philosophy where complex 

power relations penetrate the whole society and shape the way citizens work and live, and 

children learn. Within these power relations the focus is not on how one political or social group 

uses power over the other group, but rather on how the power relations produce the dynamics 

between these groups. As the possibility of a parallel polis demonstrates, it is also less about the 

directly oppressive nature of power, but about power being harnessed and exploited to create 

spaces of resistance through subjugated knowledges. Havel then isolates ideology as an essential 

mechanism of power, as it gives it a purpose, it provides its identity, and connects power to rules 

and structures.  

Ideology was something that all citizens, including children, experienced as an inseparable 

influence on their everyday life. In the post-totalitarian kindergartens, Little Bee represented an 

official structure, which channelled power through the ideology to inculcate childhood 

subjectivities within a post-totalitarian context of desired socialist moralities. Furthermore, Kusý 

(1985) refers to the notion of ideology as a binding element in power relations, which functions 

as an ‘as if’ phenomenon: 

In its entire spirit and thrust, real socialism is an ideology als ob, an ideology of as if: 
those who preach it behave as if the ideological kingdom of real socialism existed in 
“what we have here now!” as if they had, in all earnestness, convinced the nation of 

                                                 
1 Parallel polis (latin) means parallel cities, states or institutions. 
2 Perpetuum silentium (latin) means constant silence, as Vohryzek (1985) perceived post-totalitarian 
society as publicly silent and filled with silenced voice. 
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its existence; the nation behaves as if it believed it, as if it were convinced that it 
lived in accordance with this ideologically real socialism (p. 164). 

In Havel’s analyses of these complex power relations, every citizen, group of people and child 

had access to power in the post-totalitarian society. He does not necessarily deny the traditional, 

top-down model of power, as Foucault (1982) tends to, as he notes how some citizens are 

considered to be powerful and others powerless. The dissidents (citizens who opted to live 

outside of the dominant, public discourse, allegedly outside the reach of ideology) were 

powerless when faced with the machinery of post-totalitarianism. Havel is very cautious about 

the use of the term dissident (which would perhaps create dichotomous categories such as ‘us’ 

and ‘them’), and rather considers them as those who made the shift from the private to the public 

sphere. For dissidents, power takes on a different form, structure and flavour than it does, for 

example, for a member of the Communist Party who is a published writer (however, it is 

important to acknowledge the multiple subjectivities even within these categories). Dissidents 

exploit the fluid and free nature of power that they harness and have access to. This ‘power of 

the powerless’ creates the possibility to provide pressure and to produce an anomaly in the 

greyness of everyday post-totalitarian life. My thesis does not argue the perspectives of either the 

powerful or the powerless; my focus is on childhoods within both public and private domains, 

that were at the same time a part of the system and outside of it, being neither powerful nor 

powerless, but experiencing and immersed in the tension in between. I further complicate the 

dichotomy of power and the powerless that Havel identifies, by isolating the subjugating element 

of post-totalitarian power as exemplified in the official discourse of Little Bee, with an inherently 

subversive manipulation of power unique to childhood. This unique form of power is 

experienced by children in the kindergartens where Little Bee is distributed and used. There, the 

structural nature of power comes from the teacher, through the ‘top down’ model, creating a 

reactive polis of ‘inbuilt’, resistant and secret childhoods. This separation from the adult world is 

the essential element for the production of multiple childhood subjectivities. 

The magazine Little Bee is an example of the impact of such power within childhoods and 

kindergartens. Little Bee published ideologically charged articles, reports, tales and illustrations, 

as well as stories from children responding to the texts, demonstrating how they thought, felt and 

engaged with them. These engagements were captured in interviews and illustrations sent by 

children and their teachers to the magazine. In this way children were victims and supporters of 

the panorama of everyday life, the hegemonic, public discourse that produced post-totalitarian 

subjectivities. I have however noted in chapter 1 that there were also other childhoods. These 

were produced outside of the daily routines of education, in a parallel childhood (both public and 

private) polis, where other literature, TV and toys took precedence. While Little Bee channelled 

the hegemonic discourse in kindergartens where public childhood subjectivities were formed, the 

resistant discourse of the childhood underground was also powerful and significant in the 
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formation of childhoods and the way children learnt and played. Children were not passive in 

these complex post-totalitarian power relations, but they were active agents, and responded to the 

hegemonic dominant public domain. I am not concerned with whether or not the stories and 

reports about children (and by children) published in Little Bee represent the truth. It is 

impossible to determine whether there are ‘real’ children behind the letters, or whether children 

‘really’ thought what they wrote, or even if they were coerced in any way by their teachers. I 

exemplify these points of truth of in chapter 4, where I focus on how I collected data in the 

archives. 

For Havel, substantial changes in the power relations within post-totalitarian society justify 

the shift from the traditional terminology associated with communism in the Eastern Bloc, such 

as totalitarianism or dictatorship. Havel’s (1985) concern with these traditional terms is that they 

detract from the meaning of power relations, as they focus only on a description of the traditional 

dictatorship. These dictatorship-like models of governance are usually connected with the cult of 

leaders, local lives, cultures and experiences, and are not dependent on any particular ideology. 

On the other hand, post-totalitarianism is bound by an extremely multifaceted “network of 

manipulatory instruments” (p. 24) that is supported by a ”precise, logical, structured, generally 

comprehensible and, in essence, extremely flexible ideology” (p. 25), that responds to the 

scientific model of post-totalitarian society discussed earlier. Havel further explains that the post-

totalitarian system 

… offers a ready answer to any question whatsoever; it can scarcely be accepted only 
in part, and accepting it has profound implications for human life. In an era when 
metaphysical and existential certainties are in a state of crisis, when people are being 
uprooted and alienated and are losing their sense of what this world means, this 
ideology inevitably has a certain hypnotic charm. To wandering humankind it offers 
an immediately available home: all one has to do is accept it, and suddenly 
everything becomes clear once more, life takes on new meaning, and all mysteries, 
unanswered questions, anxiety, and loneliness vanish (p. 25). 

According to Havel (1985) the traditional features of the dictatorship-like system, such as the 

“revolutionary excitement, heroism, dedication, and boisterous violence” (p. 26) disappeared in 

post-totalitarianism. The post-totalitarian system operated like a business with its investments. 

The system itself needed to rationalize, and evolve. Post-totalitarianism was effective in 

controlling and disciplining citizens, as everything, including factories and shops, was state 

owned and centrally planned, removing any economic profit for the individual citizens (Turek, 

1999). This aspect of self-reflection and self-transformation of the system is an important feature 

of the post-totalitarian society. The system possessed, as Havel argued, an “unprecedented and 

uncontrollable capacity to invest in itself” (p. 26). This was particularly visible in the investment 

in the prison systems, police, state security agents and the bureaucracy of the state. Havel noted 

that the post-totalitarian system had become “simply another form of the consumer and industrial 
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society” (p. 27). This capacity to act like a business that invests in certain projects aimed at 

controlling citizens was a pre-requisite for the new post-totalitarian system. While it still had 

some of the totalitarian features, this shift in power represented how it had evolved and now 

behaved in a different mode. 

Havel’s and Foucault’s Act of Truth-telling 

Truth has a different purpose and meaning in the post-totalitarian society than in other systems 

and ideologies. In the post-totalitarian system, living within a lie is woven together with living 

within the truth; and if a citizen decides to move from the private sphere into the public to begin 

living within the truth, he disturbs the peace of the public lie. For Havel (1985), the tension 

between the post-totalitarian power structures and living within the truth is not experienced 

through a real, institutionalized, quantifiable power struggle, but on the level of human 

conscience, on the spiritual, moral and existential level: in the post-totalitarian system, citizens 

encounter implicit power and influence each other. This chapter and the next will carefully tease 

out how truth is located in the thresholds crossed between public and private spheres. 

The act of living within the truth is not restricted to an ostentatious resistance to the system in 

the form of dissident activity. Living within the truth can happen in the classroom, at a concert, 

at an art exhibition, or in everyday interactions between citizens. Explicit forms of power do not 

need to be demonstrated, or the exposed ideas do not need to be overtly political. For Havel, the 

act of resistance is grounded in everyday life, and within the responsibility of citizens’ everyday 

existence, where the living condition of every aspect of public life becomes living within a lie. 

Havel’s (1985) concern is that in the post-totalitarian system one would not fight against 

concrete, ‘real’, political power. In the post-totalitarian system power is distorted, complex, non-

linear and produces aspects of truths. Living in the truth is thus essentially “humanity’s revolt 

against an enforced position” (p. 45) and the system itself in its defensive strategy attempts to 

implicate those who try to live within the truth, and accuses them of greed for wealth and fame 

and leeching off the working class. Citizens living within the truth, in line with what Havel calls 

the aims of life, are the main threat for the post-totalitarian system, although perhaps in other 

political ideologies this would not be noticed as an act of resistance: 

If the suppression of the aims of life is a complex process, and if it is based on the 
multifaceted manipulation of all expressions of life then, by the same token, every 
free expression of life indirectly threatens the post-totalitarian system politically, 
including forms of expression to which, in other social systems, no one would 
attribute any potential political significance, not to mention explosive power (p. 43). 

So Havel’s notion of the truth is not of a Cartesian nature as he does not seek the ultimate truth. 

His writing is mostly concerned with the overall understanding of openness and honesty (Havel, 

1985); it is an existential statement underlying his experience within the political framework. 
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Havel emphasises the significance of truth as an act of resistance, and not as a positivist truth. 

Truth in Havel’s writing is thus unidentifiable without understanding the lie that is present in the 

official ideological statements of the government (Havel, 1985). Therefore, Havel is more 

concerned with the tension between the truth and a lie, than with what necessarily constitutes the 

truth itself. For Havel, the truth is linked to the concept of power/knowledge and authority, such 

as the institution, state or government. If power is considered to be productive, it influences the 

way knowledge, and therefore truth, is produced by that authority. So truth is linked to each 

discourse, debated and constructed within power relations.  

Government agencies are central to both Foucault’s and Havel’s work. Foucault’s relationship 

with the truth is also very complex and is concerned with particular historical discourses where it 

gains a different meaning (Foucault, 1980). Foucault refers to government as the productive 

force of the “conduct of conduct” (as cited in Dean, 1999, p. 10), while Larner and Walters 

(2004) have noted that “the practice of government involves the production of particular truths 

about these entities. Seeking out the history of these truths affords us critical insights concerning 

the constitution of our societies and ourselves” (p. 496). 

Foucault (2001) analyses the notion of parrhesia and explores how this concept has shifted 

from the Greek period to modern times. He identifies five dimensions of parrhesia as frankness, 

truth, danger, criticism, and duty. Parrhesia needs to be lived and experienced, it needs to be 

essentially linked to the way one lives one’s life. This is where Havel’s concern of the post-

totalitarian system, and the significance of living within the truth, comes close to Foucault’s 

genealogical analysis of parrhesia in the history of philosophy. Foucault (2001) focuses on the 

developments of this free, fearless speech, where one can say everything, without manipulation 

or generalisation. He was concerned with the notion of parrhesia as an act of truth-telling, as “… 

the parrhesiastes says what is true because he knows that it is true; and he knows that it is true 

because it is really true. The parrhesiastes is not only sincere and says what is his opinion, but 

his opinion is also the truth. He says what he knows to be true” (p. 14, emphasis in original). The 

parrhesiastes needs to have courage to make the shift into the public discourse. Foucault reminds 

us that “[i]f there is any "proof" of the sincerity of the parrhesiastes, it is his courage. The fact 

that a speaker says something dangerous - different from what the majority believes - is a strong 

indication that he is a parrhesiastes” (p. 15, emphasis in original). Nikolchina (2002) further 

claims that parrhesia  

… involves the rapport (“the harmonic relation”) between truth and self, between 
“words” and “deeds,” between “saying it all” and the biography of the person who 
says it. The persuasiveness of such truth - a truth of the type as “the King is naked” 
that demands courage in the face of tyranny - does not belong to the order of 
discourse and does not draw its power from argument (p. 103).  
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Nikolchina (2002) analyses the relationship between Foucault and Havel. She considers Havel to 

be a ‘parrhesiast’ in a Foucauldian sense, as his notion of living within the truth is similar to 

Foucault’s analysis of parrhesia. For Havel (1985) the “centre of power is identical with the 

centre of truth” (p. 25). If the teacher in the classroom persuasively presents ideas about the 

Communist Party, about certain political subjectivities and the happiness and beauty of post-

totalitarian life, it does not mean that he is right. However, if the citizen decides to step outside 

of his private ritual into the public domain, he enters the dangerous zone which Foucault (2001) 

referred to in his writing: 

… a grammar teacher may tell the truth to the children that he teaches, and indeed 
may have no doubt that what he teaches is true. But in spite of this coincidence 
between belief and truth, he is not a parrhesiastes. However, when a philosopher 
addresses himself to a sovereign, to a tyrant, and tells him that his tyranny is 
disturbing and unpleasant because tyranny is incompatible with justice, then the 
philosopher speaks the truth, believes he is speaking the truth, and, more than that, 
also takes a risk (since the tyrant may become angry, may punish him, may exile 
him, may kill him) (p. 16, emphasis in original). 

Risk-taking and the truth are therefore ultimately connected. Foucault’s view on truth-telling and 

post-totalitarian citizens living within the truth share the commonalities of acting in light of 

danger while facing off against a hegemonic discourse. He refers to the act of truth-telling itself, 

and how this act changes its meaning when confronted with sometimes even life-threatening 

danger. Foucault (2001) further explains that parrhesia is 

… a form of criticism, either towards another or towards oneself, but always in a 
situation where the speaker or confessor is in a position of inferiority with respect to 
the interlocutor. The parrhesiastes is always less powerful than the one with whom 
he or she speaks. The parrhesia comes from "below", as it were, and is directed 
towards "above". This is why an ancient Greek would not say that a teacher or father 
who criticizes a child uses parrhesia. But when a philosopher criticizes a tyrant, when 
a citizen criticizes the majority, when a pupil criticizes his or her teacher, then such 
speakers may be using parrhesia (pp. 17-18, emphasis in original). 

Through using parrhesia Foucault considers the act of telling the truth as a duty, or, similarly to 

Havel, as a responsibility. There is no power that forces someone to act like this, but it is an urge 

that compels one to step out of the private realm and to enter the public domain. If a citizen 

wants to live a free life, then, as Foucault (2001) claims, he needs to choose “frankness instead 

of persuasion, truth instead of falsehood or silence, the risk of death instead of life and security, 

criticism instead of flattery, and moral duty instead of self-interest and moral apathy” (p. 20, 

emphasis in orginal). The danger lies in facing the tyranny, facing the hegemonic structures, or 

facing the real fear of repercussion. Both Foucault and Havel emphasised that this act is 

unplanned and cannot be rehearsed. Havel commented that one just does not get up in the 

morning and become a dissident - it is a long process that a person experiences and goes through 

(Taylor, 2009), to be, in a Havelian sense, living within the truth. So both Foucault and Havel are 
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not necessarily concerned with the problem of whether there is a truth, and with what constitutes 

the truth, but with the act of truth-telling as it is communicated in the context of one’s life. 

Foucault (2001) reminds us that his “intention was not to deal with the problem of truth, but with 

the problem of truth-teller or truth-telling as an activity … [the] issue for me was rather the 

attempt to consider truth-telling as a specific activity, or as a role” (p. 169). 

The citizen’s resistant act of living within the truth makes his action parrhesiatic. His 

predicament, if he were to move from living within a lie to living within the truth in the post-

totalitarian system, would place him in danger. He may refuse to participate in the public domain 

of the system that operates on the basis of a lie and he may no longer want to participate in the 

creation of the panorama of everyday reality. If he opts out, and by not acting his part in the 

public domain he becomes an outsider, he places himself and his family in danger. But he must 

do so as a parrhesiast, as he feels the responsibility that drives this action. Foucault (2001) 

provides a plateau on which the post-totalitarian system can also be complicated: “… what is the 

relation between the activity of truth-telling and the exercise of power, or should these activities 

be completely independent and kept separate? Are they separable, or do they require one 

another?” (p. 169). The citizen’s predicament exemplifies the relationship between power, 

ideology and truth-telling. 

Foucault’s and Havel’s juxtaposition with respect to the act of truth-telling is significant to the 

post-totalitarian educational sector. Whilst the public panorama of an everyday lie remained 

intact in kindergartens, childhood undergrounds emerged in the private domain. Resistance in the 

form of living within the truth is Havel’s response to parrhesia. It is in this system, with its 

public and private spheres, that the subjectivities of both victims and supporters, as well as of 

rebels (parrhesiasts in a sense), were produced.  

Foucault argues that problematising the truth addresses two aspects: one with respect to the 

knowledge of truth, and the other as a question of “what is the importance for the individual and 

for the society of telling the truth, of knowing the truth, of having people who tell the truth, as 

well as knowing how to recognize them” (p. 169). Parrhesia played a critical role in the way 

citizens lived in the post-totalitarian system, and it was vital to maintain the structures of power. 

The problematisation of the truth, as Nikolchina (2002) argues, is different in a post-totalitarian 

and in a democratic society. In Havel’s analysis of the post-totalitarian society he uses the act of 

living within the truth in a different way than if he were analysing a democratic society. Whilst, 

as Foucault reminds us, parrhesia is dangerous, its danger lies not only in the act itself but in the 

context of the ideology within which it is performed. Nikolchina (2002) notes the dramatic 

changes of the meaning of truth and truth-telling in societies: 

The problem seems to be that, while parrhesia had a role to play in the face of 
totalitarian regimes, its usage in the context of new democracies leads to 
fundamentalist concepts of truth. … Parrhesia makes sense in the face of tyranny but 
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becomes a trap in the context of a democracy because it entails speaking about truth 
as a transcendent signified; the critical questioning of truth and the exposure of its 
multiple workings as normalizing power is consistent with democracies but is too 
weak to resist totalitarian regimes (p. 104). 

The notion of parrhesia informs the fundamental features of the post-totalitarian context, as well 

as how I consider the notion of truth throughout this research. In the next section I further 

juxtapose Havel’s and Foucault’s positions on the technologies of government that operate with 

a productive power to outline how subjectivities are produced. 

Foucault’s and Havel’s Institutional Juxtapositions 

Foucault (1991a) argues that prison is not the only institution that produces subjectivities, but a 

part of vast societal networks which may include schooling, psychological and medical 

institutions and military organizations. The characteristics of shifts in the way the prison system 

operates, such as the constant surveillance and censorship, represent also power relations that 

formed post-totalitarian society. Foucault’s (1991a) panopticon was a structure originally 

developed by Jeremy Bentham, which produced self-discipline and self governance of prisoners, 

as they were not certain whether they were being observed or not. This demonstration of 

disciplinary and productive power has other qualities that are important to analyse in relation to 

post-totalitarian society. These qualities involve the central positioning of the panopticon with 

prisoners living on the periphery, the way it demonstrates how only a few individuals can have 

power over the masses, and the shift to the production of the self-governing citizens.  

Whether Havel was imprisoned or free, he was essentially living in Foucault’s panopticon, 

surrounded by ideological committees that were surveying and approving which literature could 

be published. Citizens such as writers of Little Bee learnt how to self-censor their work, as they 

never knew when they would be observed and checked. The committee’s decisions affected the 

whole population of the country in such centrally planned matters as literature and curriculum. 

Some ‘forbidden’ authors, like Havel, ended up accused, trialled and imprisoned for refusing to 

accept living within a lie. Upon his release from prison, where Havel had spent almost 5 years as 

a political prisoner, he commented in an 1983 interview that prisons in Czechoslovakia were not 

different from prisons elsewhere, as 

… Foucault's profound analysis of modern prison systems (Discipline and Punish) 
shows that basically it is the same everywhere: less and less is punishment intended 
as a spontaneous response to a criminal act, more and more is it a systematic 
deprivation and destruction of human individuality and identity. The thing is that 
here, in Czechoslovakia, it is all that more blatant and has numerous aspects that are 
all our own because of the nature of the system. … To put it very simply, prison 
today is no longer based on physical suffering - even though people are sometimes 
beaten up and do occasionally go hungry - but on something worse: on the 
systematic, everyday, round-the clock- assault on man’s psyche, on his nervous 
system, and his moral integrity (Havel, 1992c, pp. 241-242). 
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Havel in this interview understands prisons as repressive institutions that have changed the focus 

from disciplining the body to disciplining the mind. Arac (1994), who focused on Havel’s and 

Foucault’s work on power, pointed out the ambiguity of Havel’s interpretation of Foucault’s 

perception of power as repressive and of the productive nature of power, that this interview 

suggests. Foucault (1991a) assigned productive power to institutions that produce docile bodies 

and subjectivities, such as prisons, archives, schools and kindergartens. Havel’s interpretation of 

an institution can be considered as a recollection of the experience of his own imprisonment, and 

that whilst he understands the post-totalitarian system as producing citizens and subjectivities, he 

also acknowledges its repressive nature. Havel does not categorically deny the traditional model 

of top-down power, of powerful and powerless, but he extends its understanding and 

implications to the post-totalitarian condition. Similarly, Hammond and Houston (2001) and 

Procházka (1993) consider Foucault’s and Havel’s work on power as parallel, as both argue that 

power is a productive force which they interpret in different (political) contexts. 

Havel (1985) perceives post-totalitarian power as an invisible force that operates through 

indirect instruments, anonymously, within an ideology that can be adjusted and bent to serve the 

purpose of the system. As Hammond and Houston (2001) argue, it is no longer the distinction 

between the powerful and the powerless, but the relationship between the individual and society 

that is central, and in the context of this system power is exercised through relationships, patterns 

and self-organization. Havel’s contribution to how power is executed is not only demonstrated in 

differences and changes, but also in the relationship between the individual and the society, and 

the responsibility that each citizen has within the system. 

This ‘dialogue’ between Foucault and Havel can be extended through an interview where 

Foucault (1991b) presented an interesting perspective on the events of the Prague Spring. 

Foucault uses the experience of a Czech émigré to outline how, during the Prague Spring, 

intellectuals in Prague were excited to attend a lecture by a foremost French philosopher of 

structuralism. The philosopher however decided to focus on the ideas of Marxism and socialism. 

Perhaps he thought he would be appreciated even more, as the reformed Prague Spring 

Communist Party operated under the slogan ‘Socialism with a human face’ which attracted 

Western left-wing thinkers and academics (Ash, 1991). The philosopher then presented ideas 

that virtually negated the beliefs of Czechoslovak intellectuals, who had desperately tried to 

shake the enforced Marxist and socialist philosophy from their lives. This lecture not only upset 

the intellectuals, but in reverse also supported the regime in its attacks on structuralism. It 

empowered the post-totalitarian system to reject this philosophical stream, and to maintain the 

sole focus on the philosophies of Marx, Lenin and Engels and their implementation into the 

dominant ideology. 
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Concluding Comments 

Foucault focused on the question of ‘how’ in relation to historical perspectives of power and, as 

Marshall (2000) argues, this represented a question to which governmentality is an answer. This 

‘how’ is central to my enquiry, methodologically and philosophically guiding me through my 

research of how childhood subjectivities were produced in the post-totalitarian context. Havel’s 

(1985) writing is concerned with the fate of the human being in particular political contexts. In 

Havel’s writing everyone creates the society and everyone suffers in it, everyone is responsible 

and also a victim in the post-totalitarian social contract. There is no one who is outside the 

system, and all citizens and children are exposed to the severe ideology of the post-totalitarian 

government. Therefore, there is no free subject for Havel, as all citizens in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia are part of a social contract with the system, and all subjects are formed through 

complex power relations within the parameters of the post-totalitarian society. Rose (1993) 

addresses issues of authority and power relations and claims that there is “no simple distinction 

between those who have power and who are subject to it” (p. 287) even in modern neoliberal 

society. The post-totalitarian system thus operates within a similar consumer value system, and 

becomes a form of consumer society:  

In a democracy, human beings may enjoy many personal freedoms and securities that 
are unknown to us, but in the end they do them no good, for they too are ultimately 
victims of the same automatism, and are incapable of defending their concerns about 
their own identity or preventing their superficialization or transcending concerns 
about their own personal survival to become proud and responsible members of the 
polis, making a genuine contribution to the creation of its destiny (Havel, 1985, p. 
91). 

The post-totalitarian system had many similarities to, but was also very different from, other 

totalitarian systems of former Eastern Bloc countries. In his analysis of totalitarian East Germany 

Ash (1991) claims that in ”socialism the contradiction between work and free time, typical of 

capitalism, is removed” (p. 9), which was typical of the totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 1950s. 

Despite the post-totalitarian system “mobilizing the bodies of citizens” (p. 9) to join the May 

Day parades and defence sports events, work and free time were separate. The distinction 

between private and public life was accepted by governing agencies as long the private life did 

not become public, and public support was displayed and demonstrated. This double life between 

private and public is perhaps less noticeable in other Eastern Bloc countries, however in 

Czechoslovakia, after the Prague Spring, it remains a distinctive feature of the system3. This 

distinction between private and public can be seen from various angles: “[a] Western observer 

                                                 
3 Ash (1991) also notes that whilst East Germans had their Western ‘brothers’ and examples of similar 
cultures and histories just across the borders, and Poles had a strong connection with religion through 
their Pope, and even the Soviet Union under Gorbachev’s perestroika was changing, Czechoslovakia 
remained locked in the post-totalitarianism of the 1970s and 1980s. 
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might describe it as a retreat from totalitarianism. An angry young Czech describes it as the 

perfection of totalitarianism” (Ash, 1991, p. 56), and its impact on citizens in the form of an 

‘inner immigration’ as turning inwards that produced an “intellectual form of double life” (Ash, 

1991, p. 9). 

Havel’s work on power relations in the post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia complements 

Foucault’s, as both analyse the shift in the construction of power and the way power is exercised. 

Havel and Foucault both examine the shift towards more sophisticated, complex, and calculated 

forms of discipline and punishment that produce citizens in the post-totalitarian political context. 

They claim that it has transitioned away from an idealistic towards a calculated construct, shaped 

by the shift from direct to complex, non-linear power relations. Part of this complexity to 

relations of power is the role desire plays in upholding certain subjective positions towards 

power. In the next chapter I analyse how citizens and childhoods were governed through desires 

as I return to Havel’s post-totalitarian citizen through the story of a Greengrocer and his 

predicament. Here I will use the Greengrocer’s persona to frame my study of how childhood 

subjectivities are produced. 
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Chapter 3   

Living within the Truth: The Greengrocer’s Subjectivities 
 

The exercise of power is determined by thousands of interactions between the world 
of the powerful and that of the powerless, all the more so because these worlds are 
never divided by a sharp line: everyone has a small part of himself in both (Havel, 
1990, p. 182). 

 

Introduction  

In the previous chapter I outlined the philosophical framework that I used to analyse the post-

totalitarian context that serves in my thesis as a site of examination for the production of 

childhood subjectivities through children’s literature. I examined the theoretical underpinnings of 

my work and explained the key concepts that I will return to throughout this thesis: the notions 

of power, truth and government agencies that lead to the subjectification of children and the 

production of childhoods. The juxtaposition between the work of Havel and Foucault also 

continues in this chapter. Whilst the previous chapter served as a theoretical springboard to the 

post-totalitarian production of subjectivities, this chapter focuses on the analysis of citizens and 

childhoods using Havel’s story of a Greengrocer to outline the tension between the public and 

private domain. Through the examination of power relations in this thesis, I theorize the 

childhood subjectivities produced in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia - those of a victim, 

supporter and rebel. This chapter concludes with a discussion of how Havel’s and Foucault’s 

discursive positions are relevant to thinking about ideologies and political constructs in which 

childhood subjectivities are produced. 

The Greengrocer’ Story 

The story of the Greengrocer is central to Havel’s analysis of power relations. It tells a tale of the 

ordinary, everyday life experience of a shopkeeper, who runs a fruit and vegetable store, which 

Havel uses to demonstrate the complex nature of power relations in the post-totalitarian society. 

In this story Havel also analyses the discursive difference between the public and private 

domains, and the notions of living within the truth and living within a lie, which are central to 

where he locates, and how he understands, power. The Greengrocer represents the Czechoslovak 

citizen of the 1970s and 1980s, and Havel (1985) questions his “irrepressible impulse to acquaint 

the public with his ideals” (p. 27). 

The Greengrocer in the post-totalitarian society publicly behaves as is expected of him; he 

does not do anything extraordinary, and lives his life expecting that the system will take no 

notice of him. He participates in the public domain, attends all required meetings, displays the 
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proper flags in his windows, and uses ideologically correct language. He does all of this to 

remain untouchable by the system. He knows and understands it is only a game, and he accepts 

its rules and plays his part well. Havel focuses on one particular moment of the Greengrocer’s 

life, when he receives a sign with a slogan on it from the headquarters of his shop, as he has done 

each year before that. The sign comes with a very simple request: to place it into the window of 

his store. The sign states: ‘Workers of the world unite!’ The slogan does not say anything 

surprising or new; this information, this request, was expressed the year before and the year 

before that. He knows it well, as he sees the same signs in other shop windows. So the 

Greengrocer places this sign into the window of his shop, right between the onions and carrots, 

as he has been doing every year. 

Havel is interested in why the Greengrocer places the sign in his shop window. The 

Greengrocer has always done so, because he is aware of the consequences of not displaying it: he 

would most likely be punished and considered a disturbance to the system. He could also be 

labelled a traitor and be accused of disloyalty to the system. So if the Greengrocer wants to live 

life as he has lived it in the past years, he needs to display this sign. The sign means that he 

officially, publicly declares that he accepts the post-totalitarian system, and that he is ready to 

live in harmony with it and its structures. Havel (1985) argues that this is the message that the 

Greengrocer conveys as he displays the sign: “I, the Greengrocer XY, live here, and I know what 

I must do. I behave in the manner expected of me. I can be depended upon and am beyond 

reproach. I am obedient and therefore I have the right to be left in peace” (p. 28). 

When the Greengrocer displays the sign, he acts as if he accepts the meaning of the slogan 

‘Workers of the world unite’. For Havel, the meaning of his actions lies not in the slogan but in 

the performative aspect of responding to the request and placing the slogan into the window of 

his fruit and vegetable shop. This act carries a different message than the semantics of the slogan 

itself. As the Greengrocer displays the sign, the message conveyed to all citizens and children 

walking past his store is: ‘I am just like you, I play my part in the system, I displayed the sign in 

my shop just as all of you have done your little parts. You cannot badmouth me, you cannot tell 

on me, and informers have nothing on me. I am supporting the system, and my public record is 

clean. My managers know that I have fulfilled my part and that I have obeyed the order.’ 

Havel (1985) imagined what the Greengrocer would think of himself, if the sign he was asked 

to display stated: “I am afraid and therefore unquestionably obedient” (p. 28). The Greengrocer 

would then most likely be embarrassed by it, and he would care about what the sign says. The 

semantics of the slogan would immediately become essential to the story, as it would produce a 

response and reveal the personal feelings in the Greengrocer. He would probably feel 

undignified, he would be wary of anyone looking at him and measuring him against this sign. 

However, the semantics of the slogan that he was actually asked to display allow him to think to 
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himself: ‘there is nothing bad, unusual or wrong with the workers from all around the world 

getting together and uniting’. So as Havel (1985) states, the slogan supports the Greengrocer in  

… concealing from himself the low foundations of his obedience, at the same time 
concealing the low foundations of power. It hides them behind the facade of 
something high. And that something is ideology … [i]t offers human beings the 
illusion of an identity, of dignity, and of morality while making it easier for them to 
part with them (p. 28). 

Havel means to show that citizens and children living their everyday, ordinary lives are central to 

power relations. Everyone is part of the system, even if they are on the fringes of society and are 

often seen and portrayed by the traditional model of power as powerless (Havel, 1985). In the 

post-totalitarian society, all citizens are the victims and the pillars of the system, as they struggle 

with and at the same time support the post-totalitarian developments. The role ideology plays is 

to ensure that the system is working, as Havel claims, in accordance with the natural laws of life 

and the universe; and the system is desperately trying to maintain this illusion. However, the 

post-totalitarian system does not publicly reveal this struggle, and instead presents itself with a 

public façade of care, support and democracy. Havel argues that no citizens believed in this 

system, and that they were all able to see clearly through its ideological mist. Havel’s argument 

is complemented by Lutherová’s (2010) research, who explored how citizens reflect on their 

childhoods in the post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 1980s. The participants responded with 

memories of following orders and acquiring political childhood subjectivities (in my analysis the 

subjective positions of victims and supporters) that they later abandoned once outside of the gaze 

of the public educational institutions where they instead framed themselves as rebels. 

Lutherová’s research deals with memories and represents the performative aspects of 

experiences rather than any particular truth, but the link the participants make to a memory of a 

certain type of childhood within the schooling system is important. 

Havel (1985) was concerned with an “ideological excuse” (p. 29) and its place in the post-

totalitarian society. The ideology bridges the gap between the regime and citizens, it provides a 

purpose to the way citizens behave, act and live, no matter how false or true that reasoning is. 

Such an ideology is communicated throughout the education system, from the earliest days of 

early childhood education to university, and continues to be a seminal part of citizens’ 

employment. Havel is concerned with ideology as a “complex machinery of units, hierarchies, 

transmission belts, and indirect instruments of manipulation which ensure in countless ways the 

integrity of the regime, leaving nothing to chance…” and claims that it “…would be quite simply 

unthinkable without ideology acting as its all-embracing excuse and as the excuse for each of its 

parts” (p. 29). This ideological excuse explains everyone’s fear - the Greengrocer’s, the Party 

member’s, the teacher’s - of being punished, being removed from his or her job, of being 

interrogated, or of endangering their families. All hide behind the ideological excuse as they 
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display the slogans, punish dissidents, or teach children the appropriate ideologically charged 

knowledge. 

The post-totalitarian system is embedded within the Greengrocer’s life as an everyday citizen. 

His private life grows into plurality, diversified through his interests, ideas and friendships, as he 

self-governs within acceptable levels of freedom and independence. His personal domain is 

outside of the public sphere that demands that he adopt certain discursive positions. These 

positions include the self-discipline to follow orders, to be ready to conform to other citizens and 

to uphold the same ideals as others. The Greengrocer must publicly demonstrate that he is united 

with others in order to quietly live his private life and to develop his private self. Havel (1985) 

notes the difference between the private and public self as separated by a deep abyss, as the 

purpose of life is to “create new and 'improbable' structures [where] the post-totalitarian system 

contrives to force life into its most probable states” (p. 29). 

Havel’s critique of the post-totalitarian society challenges the official perception of a 

beautiful, happy, peaceful façade by exposing at the same time the ruthless, economic and 

selective power that structures it. The Greengrocer, the teacher, the worker, the child are part of 

these public structures of the system. They cannot escape them, so they all support the system, 

they interact with the ideas that the system outlines, they live within the system, and they behave 

according to the system’s requirements. The system regulates and thrives on the power exerted in 

governing all citizens, including children. Havel (1985) argues that the system and power 

relations 

… serve people only to the extent necessary to ensure that people will serve it. 
Anything beyond this, that is to say, anything which leads people to overstep their 
predetermined roles is regarded by the system as an attack upon itself. And in this 
respect it is correct: every instance of such transgression is a genuine denial of the 
system. It can be said, therefore, that the inner aim of the post-totalitarian system is 
not mere preservation of power in the hands of a ruling clique, as appears to be the 
case at first sight. Rather, the social phenomenon of self-preservation is subordinated 
to something higher, to a kind of blind automatism which drives the system. No 
matter what position individuals hold in the hierarchy of power, they are not 
considered by the system to be worth anything in themselves, but only as things 
intended to fuel and serve this automatism. For this reason, an individual's desire for 
power is admissible only in so far as its direction coincides with the direction of the 
automatism of the system (p. 30). 

This critique emphasises the notion of ‘automatism’. Automatisms are how the lives of citizens, 

and children, are presented and lived in public. These are the predictable, expected answers to 

everyday questions that citizens are asked. Similarly, automatisms in children’s stories, as I 

analyse in chapters 6 and 7, draw attention to the kinds of subjectivities that they are expected to 

develop. Both adults and children are part of the socialist society - they all work and learn, they 

all behave, they all live their life with these automatisms determining their positions in the public 

sphere. Citizens are governed and bound by these automatisms: they cannot remove themselves 
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from the public, they demonstrate public approval with the system, they maintain the power 

relations that hold it together, and their private lives are lived in whispers, as they trust no one. 

Whilst trusting the system within the private domain is not required, citizens must publicly 

behave as if they do trust and believe in it, and other citizens then observe this façade. So 

citizens need to be seen in public acting as if they actually care about the system, not just as if 

they tolerate it. By doing so, citizens accept the social contract, and live within a lie. As Havel 

(1985) argues, they do not need to believe in the lie, they just need to accept that the lie exists 

and that they have agreed to live within it. Havel claims that then the citizens “confirm the 

system, fulfil the system, make the system, are the system” (p. 31, emphasis in original). Thus 

citizens do not need to accept this lie itself, as it is enough to live their life within it in order to be 

part of the power relations that produce the system. 

‘Living within a lie’ becomes the ritual, the automatism, which is the bridging element 

between the individual and the public post-totalitarian structures. When the Greengrocer accepts 

the rules of the game by supporting the governing ideology, his actions become part of the power 

relations that are absorbed into the structures that constitute the system. The ideology, according 

to Havel (1985), becomes an indispensible, active, power component in the system: “[i]t is a 

principal instrument of ritual communication within the system of power” (p. 31, emphasis in 

original). So the power in the post-totalitarian system is shaped by the relations between every 

citizen contributing to the system, and the structure, where the ideology provides a “legitimacy 

and an inner coherence” (p. 32). The ritualistic automatism in the form of what Havel perceives 

as a lie, within which the Greengrocer has agreed to participate, maintains the strength of the 

ideology through the citizens’ everyday support. Havel claims that the ideology does not serve 

the power, but that the power serves the ideology as “theory itself, ritual itself, ideology itself, 

makes decisions that affect people, and not the other way around” (p. 33). 

Ideology within the post-totalitarian system is the binding substance that lets people live 

within a lie. This substance needs to remain untouchable, undisturbed and unchallenged, as the 

system depends on its ideology to be stable, to be publicly visible in order to continue to operate 

and fulfil its function of supporting the system. The mechanics of this process are different from 

traditional totalitarian dictatorships, as in the post-totalitarian system it is not important who is 

the leader or the public face of the regime. The purpose is to protect the substance, the ideology. 

Because of these mechanics, power operates in ritualistic and anonymous ways. “Individuals are 

then almost dissolved in the ritual”, claims Havel (1985, p. 33), so there is an “automatic 

operation of a power structure thus dehumanized and made anonymous” (p. 34). The 

Greengrocer in his anonymous existence follows the ritual of displaying the signs, the purpose of 

which is to promote the de-individualised collective system. 
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Havel’s (1985) concern is that “automatism is far more powerful than the will of any 

individual; and should someone possess a more independent will, he or she must conceal it 

behind a ritually anonymous mask in order to have an opportunity to enter the power hierarchy at 

all” (p. 34). Rituals of power cause citizens either to be “ejected as a foreign organism” (p. 34) 

from the system, and to be punished and pushed to the fringes of society, or leads citizens to 

become ‘servants’ who are uniformly indistinguishable from each other. For the Greengrocer, 

and for all citizens, the ideology is a safety net, a support mechanism that enables them to live 

within the system. The complex layers of ideology confuse each citizen, as they are not able to 

reach its core. Havel calls this “the naked truth” (p. 34), as under each layer is another layer of an 

ideological excuse, and the ideology “transcends the physical aspects of power, something that 

dominates it to a considerable degree and, therefore, tends to assure its continuity as well” (p. 

34). The foundations of the system’s stability rely on living within a lie, and the ideology is 

successful only as it operates on the principle that citizens, just like the Greengrocer when he 

displayed the slogan in the window of his shop, will accept to live within that lie. 

The Greengrocer’s Predicament 

Havel describes the Greengrocer’s life as an indication of the formation of citizens’ 

subjectivities. Why does the Greengrocer need to display the sign and therefore publicly support 

the system? Why does he need to be loyal to the system in such a visible way that all others can 

observe it? The Greengrocer is already active in various semi-public domains, as he may have 

signed documents that supported the system, and he may have participated in the national 

election where the Party had no competitor. The Greengrocer has always done all that was 

expected of him, he has obeyed and been a loyal citizen, and no one could question his devotion 

to the Party and the state. So the concern that Havel raises is why does he feel that he must place 

the sign into his window? Would fellow citizens notice it if the slogan is not placed behind the 

window (and hence missing)? Would not the citizens rather be concerned about the bananas and 

oranges, which were often missing from the shelves? 

The citizens may not notice, or even ignore, the sign if it is displayed, as these slogans are 

present everywhere, on every street, in every shop, all around. What grabs citizens’ attention is 

when the slogan is suddenly absent - citizens who walk by the store may ask themselves: what is 

missing here, rather than what is present. By not displaying the slogan, citizens, just like the 

Greengrocer, could demonstrate an act of resistance to the hegemonic discourse by not acting, 

and therefore not conforming with the demands of the system. Children attending the May Day 

parade to march with their parents and teachers in public provide a similar example of supporting 

the system in public life, and making oneself ‘visible’ by following the routine, the automatism, 

in a similar way as the Greengrocer did when he displayed the sign. Just as the Greengrocer 

would commit an act of resistance by not displaying the slogans, so would parents and teachers 
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by not attending the parade, and so would teachers in kindergartens by not using those articles, 

poems and games published in Little Bee with their ideologically charged content. 

Citizens living within a lie form what Havel (1985) calls the “panorama of everyday life” (p. 

34). The concept of panorama paints a picture within which the Greengrocer’s slogan is just one 

small component without which the full picture would be incomplete. If the sign about the 

unification of workers were missing in his shop window, it would draw attention. Passers by and 

shoppers may not notice the sign if it is there, but they would notice if it were not there. So the 

predicament that the Greengrocer faces in the post-totalitarian system is not whether someone 

would notice or not notice the displayed slogan, but that by not displaying it he would become an 

anomaly of the system. The system needs this panorama to be solid and unchallenged to indicate 

to the Greengrocer, and to all other citizens, how they should behave. If citizens would exhibit 

public disapproval with the system, they would be “excluded, fall into the isolation, alienate 

themselves from society, break the rules of the game, and risk the loss of their peace and 

tranquillity and security” (p. 34), no matter how fake and artificial their approval may be.  

The citizens and children who walk by the Greengrocer’s store have also hung these slogans, 

in their stores, offices, work places, schools and kindergartens. All citizens and children display 

these slogans as a sign of agreement with the panorama of everyday life. Citizens are well 

adapted to the conditions that they live in; they know how they must behave; and they create the 

public sphere of the system, which in return shapes them. As Havel (1985) notes “they do what 

is done, what is to be done, what must be done but at the same time - by that very token - they 

confirm that it must be done in fact” (p. 34). As with the Greengrocer, the citizens are indifferent 

to each other about the act of displaying the slogans, but they at the same time compel each other 

to hang them, they are mutually dependent, and they support each other in their obedience. 

Citizens are supervised and controlled, but at the same time they are the controllers and 

supervisors of each other. And, as Havel argues, “they are both victims of the system and its 

instruments” (p. 34). 

When Havel’s Greengrocer obeys the request to display the sign, as he did in the year before 

and in the year before that, and when other citizens do as well, the whole city is flooded with 

slogans. It conveys an important message from the city Party member to the regional Party 

member: ‘Look, I have done my job, all the slogans are in place. Now you need to make sure 

that all slogans are in place in your town.’ This produces what Havel refers to as the “social 

auto-totality” (Havel, 1985, p. 36, emphasis in original). The social auto-totality in the post-

totalitarian system means that every citizen is drawn into the sphere of power. Havel (1985) 

notes a change in human beings, in citizens’ subjectivities, as they may now “surrender their 

human identity in favour of the identity of the system” (p. 34), or in other words they will 

become part of the “automatism and servants of its self-determined goals, so they may 
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participate in the common responsibility for it” (p. 34), which would ultimately put pressure on 

their fellow citizens. This shapes the subjectivities of those who are comfortable with their 

positions and capacity of public involvement, and feel uncomfortable with those who opt not to 

participate. By making all citizens participate, the post-totalitarian system then produces 

everyone as instruments of a mutual totality, or the auto-totality of society. All citizens are 

enslaved and lack freedom, but all of them share the power. Whilst citizens differ in their levels 

of involvement, as there are different levels of power between the President and the Greengrocer, 

they share the responsibility, and the guilt. Every citizen, including children, are victims and 

supporters of the post-totalitarian system. 

Havel considers the post-totalitarian system as a space where the lines of power are not linear, 

but cross-sectioned through each member of the society who, in his own way, is responsible not 

only for his decisions, but through them also for the production of the public system. So the post-

totalitarian system is not a social order imposed by one group on another, but a system that has 

permeated the whole society, and is the ultimate factor in shaping it. This self-constituting 

dimension to the system is, as Havel (1985) notes, “impossible to grasp or define (for it is in the 

nature of the mere principle), but which is expressed by the entire society as an important feature 

of its life” (p. 34). Havel is concerned that inevitably there is a tendency in human nature to 

accept this post-totalitarian condition and its creation, as well as to rebel against it. Havel argued 

that human beings have a capacity to respond to this system, and that each citizen can 

accommodate it, despite tendencies to revolt against it and to undermine its existence. Citizens 

are pushed to live within a lie, but this push can be successful only because citizens have a 

capacity to live within a lie. The citizens cannot be seen as pure victims of the circumstances of 

the post-totalitarian system, as they actively and ‘freely’ participate in the production of the 

public sphere, just as the Greengrocer did when he displayed the slogan in his shop window. 

Everything in the country centres on the survival of the system, so when the post-totalitarian 

system alienates humanity, it does so only to the extent that the alienated humanity becomes the 

pillar of the system. Therefore, as I argue in the chapter 8, apart from subjectivities of victim and 

supporter there is a rebel in each citizen, adult and child. 

Despite portraying the potential darkness in peoples’ characters, Havel (1985) believes that 

each citizen possesses the “essential aims of life” (p. 34), similar to Foucault’s (1988) 

technologies of the self. These aims represent a longing for dignity, moral integrity and the free 

expression of being, that each and everyone wants to achieve. Yet, at the same time, every 

person is capable of living within the dimensions of the system, and therefore of living within a 

lie. Citizens take comfort in being anonymous, in being part of the crowd, in merging with the 

majority of citizens to “flow comfortably along with it down the river of pseudo-life” (Havel, 

1985, p. 34). Havel articulates living within the truth and living within a lie as merging elements 
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of the human condition rather than a dualist choice. I interpret the reciprocity of this relationship 

between living the truth and living the lie as a fundamental tension that shapes the way child 

subjectivities are produced. 

The Greengrocer’s Revolt 

The Greengrocer lives his life within a lie as he plays the game that supports the system. But to 

expand on his predicament outlined above, what response would he cause if he were to revolt 

against the lie? What if he would decide to step out of the ritual, what if he would stop publicly 

participating and refuse to contribute to what he may consider in private to be a farce of unity, 

togetherness and happiness? If the Greengrocer would reject the ritual, he would stop following 

the rules of the game that make the system. The Greengrocer’s revolt would be his statement that 

he wants to be in line with the aims of life, to be living within the truth, and therefore rejecting 

life within a lie. Of course, there would be consequences for the Greengrocer because of his 

decision to live within the truth. He would be harassed, have reduced pay, most likely be 

removed from his managerial position, his family members would suffer and his children may be 

rejected by schools. The Party members who may push these sanctions upon the Greengrocer 

may not believe that the regime is acting authentically, and they may not necessarily accept the 

Greengrocer’s guilt, however they are oppressed by the same conditions that the Greengrocer 

was once oppressed by, when he displayed the sign and flags in his store window. So the 

Greengrocer’s judges would become the “agents of automatism” (Havel, 1985, p. 39), and cogs 

in the system who would punish the Greengrocer because they have to, and who would use the 

same ideological excuse as the Greengrocer did when he displayed the signs. So, the 

Greengrocer must be punished if he challenges the everyday panorama, and it is expected that 

the system must react to such a ‘crack’ within it. The other citizens must punish the Greengrocer 

to display their own public loyalty with the system through fixing this ‘crack’: “… the power 

structure, through the agency of those who carry out the sanctions, those anonymous components 

of the system, will spew the Greengrocer from its mouth” (p. 39). 

The Greengrocer would not have committed just an individual offence. By opting out and 

deciding not to participate, he would have disturbed the entire balance of power structures in the 

post-totalitarian system. He would expose the system, destroy the beautifully painted surface of 

the rhetoric of everyday public life, and therefore let other citizens see through to the foundations 

of the power. He would have allowed citizens to peek behind the curtain of the system. He would 

shatter the power structures of the post-totalitarian system, as he would illuminate what it is 

about. Most importantly, he would show other citizens that he does not care about potential 

repercussions, and that he is not afraid. The Greengrocer’s position would not be a threat because 

of his status or power, but because of the light that he would have cast on the grey surroundings 

of the post-totalitarian panorama. The Greengrocer would have declared that he wanted to live 



51 

within the truth, and that, according to Havel, is the main threat to the post-totalitarian system, as 

it paints the everyday panorama by ‘living within a lie’. The Greengrocer would expose what 

living within a lie really means and let other citizens see that it is possible, albeit not without 

consequences, to live within the truth. As Havel (1985) notes, living within a lie constitutes the 

system as a universal principle that penetrates everyone and everything. Public resistance, or any 

deviance from the plan, is not tolerated. Havel argues that there are  

… no terms whatsoever on which it can coexist with living within the truth, and 
therefore everyone who steps out of line denies it in principle and threatens it in its 
entirety … it is utterly unimportant how large a space this alternative occupies: its 
power does not consist in its physical attributes but in the light it casts on those 
pillars of the system and on its unstable foundations (p. 40, emphasis in the original). 

In the post-totalitarian system the previous totalitarian boundaries between who is in power and 

who is not were shattered and exposed. Shore (1996) calls it “the collapsing of the traditional 

dichotomy between victim and oppressor” (p. 164). She uses as an example, a scene from 

Kundera’s novel Joke, where a young communist is judged for making a statement against the 

system that he allegedly meant as a joke. Whilst the story of the book takes place in the 1950s 

and 1960s it aptly demonstrates the post-totalitarian aspects of the system. Kundera analyses the 

transformation of the subjectivity of the young communist, from a victim of crime to being a 

judge. The young communist comes to understand that the way he operates in the system is that 

he is, as a victim of the system, in the same position as the judges. He is under the influence of 

the system, he is oppressed by the system, and so are the judges. He realized that he would do 

the same, and pass the same sentence on himself, if he were the judge. The boundaries between 

who is judging and who is accused dissolve, as the self-governance of the person makes him 

recognize that the system needs him to act upon his own behaviour, no matter how insignificant, 

to maintain the panorama of the everyday public life. No longer is it clear who the oppressor is 

and who is oppressed. 

In a parallel way, the use of activities and stories published in Little Bee was encouraged in 

post-totalitarian kindergartens. They produced the everyday panorama of childhoods, which are 

formed by the politically charged texts, songs, games and stories. Education became a space 

where the post-totalitarian system actively produced childhoods and managed parents through 

the care for their children:  

For fear of losing his job, the schoolteacher teaches things he does not believe; 
fearing for his future, the pupil repeats them after him; for fear of not being allowed 
to continue his studies, the young man joins the Youth League and participates in 
whatever of its activities are necessary; fear that, under the monstrous system of 
political credits, his son or daughter will not acquire the necessary total of points for 
enrolment at a school leads the father to take on all manner of responsibilities and 
"voluntarily" to do everything required (Havel, 1992b, p. 52). 
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The post-totalitarian panorama of the everyday lie formed children subjectivities and their 

childhoods not only through the children themselves, but also through the obedience of all 

citizens around them. I now turn to analyse how the Greengrocer’s story of subjectification 

informs the production of childhoods, and particularly how they were shaped in the post-

totalitarian public discourse, through desires. 

The Greengrocer, Childhoods and Desires 

The Greengrocer’s predicament and revolt is the theoretical lens through which I analyse the 

subjectification of citizens and children in the post-totalitarian system. Whilst the majority of my 

knowledge and experiences relate to the hegemony of educational settings, and children’s 

literature and magazines, other discourses contested this hegemony, and produced for me a level 

of resistance. Such notions of reversed discourses are discussed by Foucault (1990) and Weedon 

(1997). These reversed discourses challenge the dominant institutions and power structures as 

they produce new resistant discourses, where different knowledge is constructed (Weedon, 

1997). Resistant discourses may not necessarily have the same power as those that are dominant, 

but they need to circulate and remain visible to the target audience, in order to exist and to exert 

and maintain their influence. I argue that this is how the subjectivities of a citizen and a child – 

as a victim, a supporter and a rebel - are produced. 

The Greengrocer’s story represents every citizen, including children, in the post-totalitarian 

system, and how they were subjectified in the public and private domain. The public domain of 

my childhood was mainly concerned with becoming a citizen with the qualities of a socialist 

being. Little Bee was specific in its guidance towards children, about what is good and what is 

not, which songs they should sing, and who and which countries they should admire. So 

childhood subjectivities were produced in the public domain as victims and supporters, and in 

the private domain, through alternative and dissident literature, as rebels. These subjectifications, 

as Havel explored in his work on power, were not exclusive but intrinsically linked, and 

produced multiple childhoods. In chapters 6, 7 and 8 I analyse how these multiple childhoods 

were produced through tensions between the normative discourse of everyday post-totalitarian 

childhoods as a victim and a supporter, and as the resistant rebel. 

To further analyse the way power relations operate in the post-totalitarian system and how 

they shape childhoods, I now turn to how citizens were governed through desires. I have already 

mentioned in chapter 1 how children were governed through their desires for Western toys and 

how the system controlled the citizens and children by carefully restricting and allowing access 

to these objects. The system developed complex mechanisms to ensure that citizens were 

rewarded for good behaviour and that they would be able to reap the desired product as a reward. 

The Greengrocer as a faithful supporter may get permission to travel to the West, and gain access 

to the desired goods there, as well as upon his return. However, the Greengrocer who revolts and 
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rebels by not putting up the sign would be pushed to seek other means by which to gain access to 

desired goods such as the risky and tricky black market. Citizens wanted to be rewarded with 

jeans and electronics and their children, who, as Šimečka (1984) claims, were central to the post-

totalitarian system, wanted to obtain Western toys. Parents compromised their morals, and opted 

to live within a lie. They would do anything for their children, and they acted publicly and 

produced the panorama, as the ideology was flexible enough to accustom the subjectivities of 

victims and supporters of the post-totalitarian system within the public domain. So the 

Greengrocer’s predicament of being in the tension between the public and private, and his 

desires for material benefits of consumerism, became the predicament of all citizens, including 

children. 

The post-totalitarian system used desires to govern the citizens and students to discourage 

attempts to live within the truth. In 1988 I was at primary school in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia. One day at school, the teacher announced that we could go home early from 

school, and that we should stay home that afternoon and evening. She emphasised that we should 

stay in and watch TV. The teacher passionately talked to us about what was going to be screened 

on TV. She said that the French movie, Angélique, Marquise des Anges, was featured that 

evening on the national channel. This announcement caused a lot of talk and whispering. We 

knew that this movie is an ‘adult’ movie and not intended for ‘us’, children. This was the movie I 

was not allowed to watch at home due to the scenes featuring violence and nudity. As we walked 

away from school that day, we were extremely excited. We talked about what we had heard and 

knew about this film from older children and siblings. Soon we realised that children from the 

entire school, as well as from the other nearby school, were sent home early and in an unusual 

hour the city centre was filled with children walking home. I did not pay attention to the 

gatherings of citizens on the square, I did not notice that the shops and bars were closing, and the 

strong presence of police and special forces in the streets escaped my attention. All I cared about 

was Angélique and that my parents would have to let me watch it as our teacher had said so. 

Angélique, Marquise des Anges had a cult following in Czechoslovakia. This French movie 

had four sequels attracting citizens of all ages. It was a medieval kitsch story, filled with 

adventurous features, an exotic production and explicit sexuality not usually screened on TV. All 

these attributes were deemed undesirable and not appropriate in the post-totalitarian system, as 

they did not represent Czechoslovakia’s socialistic values. However these movies were still 

sometimes screened, just as on this particular occasion. This movie attracted young school 

children for its adventurous fights and for representing a kind of production not usually 

available. As before all movies, and particularly Western ones, the TV announcer explained to 

the viewers what they would see, what it meant to socialist values and how citizens should 

interpret the content. 
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That afternoon when I got home I learnt from my Grandmother that a ‘candle demonstration’ 

organised by the dissident movement was to take place close to my school. Nearby schools were 

ordered by government agencies to send children home, and to promote Angélique as a reward 

for not getting involved in the public life. The surrounding streets had been blocked, shops and 

pubs were ordered to close down and a peaceful demonstration of citizens standing with lit 

candles was attacked by special forces using water cannons (Onufer, 2008). Most of the children 

and young people stayed at home that evening and watched the film Angélique, Marquise des 

Anges. Even the programmes in the cinemas were altered to show more Western movies to 

attract students off the streets (Šimulčík, 2003). This strategy that I experienced illustrates how, 

in the 1970s and 1980s, childhoods were governed through desires and through calculated, 

rational power. Childhoods in the post-totalitarian system were produced as subjectivities who 

were both victims and supporters of the system. Some older children and students acted in 

defiance, and attempted to take part in the candle demonstration. They tried to rupture the post-

totalitarian panorama, but were attacked with water cannons, beaten, arrested and had their 

citizenship grades at school lowered. Many of them were destined not to continue their 

educational trajectory. Nevertheless, that evening I was allowed to watch Angélique, and on the 

next day at school we did not talk about the drama that had occurred just by our schoolyard. All 

of us were focused on sharing our experience of Angélique with each other. This event formed 

the children, and the older students who attempted to take part in the demonstration, as rebels in 

our own way, through our own discourses. 

Ideological Subjectifications: Consumerism, Apathy and Living a Private Life 

I now return to the perspectives of Havel and Foucault, to suggest in this short juxtaposition that 

the post-totalitarian system is not necessarily the only system and ideology that produces 

childhood subjectivities of victim, supporter and rebel. Havel and Foucault were both concerned 

in their writing with the authoritarian regimes and their potential similarities and links to 

democracies and consumer societies. Havel particularly identifies three points that construct the 

modern threat to humanity in every political and ideological construct: consumerism, apathy and 

living a private life (Alexandru, 2006). Whilst Havel’s writing focuses on life within the post-

totalitarian condition and the present power structures, his ideas and thoughts are relevant to 

domains of democracies: 

It would appear that the traditional parliamentary democracies can offer no 
fundamental opposition to the automatism of technological civilization and the 
industrial-consumer society, for they, too, are being dragged helplessly along by it. 
People are manipulated in ways that are infinitely more subtle and refined than the 
brutal methods used in post-totalitarian societies. But this static complex of rigid, 
conceptually sloppy and politically pragmatic mass political parties run by 
professional apparatuses and releasing the citizen from all forms of concrete and 
personal responsibility; and those complex foci of capital accumulation engaged in 
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secret manipulations and expansion; the omnipresent dictatorship of consumption, 
production, advertising, commerce, consumer culture, and all that flood of 
information: all of it, so often analyzed and described, can only with great difficulty 
be imagined as the source of humanity’s rediscovery of itself (Havel, 1985, p. 91). 

Havel’s warning is aimed at all of humanity, all citizens, all children. All political contexts and 

ideologies can offer human beings a certain level of satisfactory living conditions that allow 

existence and survival. In the post-totalitarian system, citizens were not dying of hunger; they 

had dwellings and medical attention. However, for Havel the exchange for this existence is the 

social contract requiring them to become disinterested subjects, allowed to live only an apathetic 

and placid life in the public domain. Citizens and children are thus subjectified as victims and as 

supporters of the system through the social contract, which they helped to form. Foucault (2003) 

also argued that there are similarities between authoritarian and democratic political rationalities. 

Whilst in his view some of these political frameworks were constructs of certain historical 

realities, such as fascism and Stalinism, Foucault still warns that 

[o]f course fascism and Stalinism expanded their effects to hitherto unknown 
dimensions, and is it, if not to be rationally expected, at least to be hoped, that we 
will never see their like again. They are therefore unique phenomena, but it cannot be 
denied that, in many respects, fascism and Stalinism simply extended the whole 
series of mechanisms that already existed in the social and political systems of the 
West (Foucault, 2003, p. 276). 

To use Foucault’s notion, the greyness and emptiness of the everyday life of post-totalitarian 

society, and the colourful and cheerful post-totalitarian childhoods that were reproduced in Little 

Bee, serve as a caricature of modern life. Havel’s belief is that post-totalitarian power relations 

are what the consumer societies of the West could potentially become. In reverse, Havel’s post-

totalitarian system and its ideology emerge from totalitarian dictatorships, the free market 

economy and the consumer society. Havel (1990) claims that all these systems support and learn 

from each other how to govern citizens. Havel emphasizes the significance of how the system 

subjectifies citizens and children:  

… the regime is captive to its own lies, it must falsify everything. It falsifies the past. 
It falsifies the present, and it falsifies the future. It falsifies statistics. It pretends not 
to possess an omnipotent and unprincipled police apparatus. It pretends to respect 
human rights. It pretends to persecute no one. It pretends to fear nothing. It pretends 
to pretend nothing (Havel, 1985, p. 31).  

Any politically and ideologically charged system shapes the production of childhoods. 

Throughout this thesis, I return to this analysis of how the system subjectifies children in 

particular ways in the ideological context of education. The conceptual lines that both Havel and 

Foucault draw to the power structures of post-totalitarianism and neoliberalism will be dealt with 

in chapter 9. 
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Concluding Comments 

Havel’s Greengrocer story portrays a post-totalitarian landscape in which citizens and children 

were subjected to the conditions of living within the truth and living within a lie. Their 

subjectivities as both victims and supporters of the regime are essential and are interwoven, to 

demonstrate the complexities of the system. Via the children’s magazine Little Bee as my site of 

exploration in this research, I show how these subjectivities were produced in children. The post-

totalitarian system governs children through desires, and children are active agents in this 

process, as victim and supporter subjects. Furthermore, children actively acquire knowledge and 

information that is outside of the public domain in their childhood underground. The subjectivity 

of a child-rebel, which is exposed to unofficial literature, foreign TV and Western toys, is 

formed through this underground. The post-totalitarian system uses a large range of desires for 

governing childhoods under its ideologies and through the production of children’s literature. 

Newland (2009) claims that in children’s literature “no voice is neutral: all texts are created 

within a specific discourse and context, and the voices found in them naturally reflect this. The 

young reader is told, overtly or covertly, how to behave, conform, and react to the world around” 

(p. 19). The impact of the discourse is greater and overtly and covertly affects childhood 

subjectivities not only though their literature, but through everyday life and systems. 

Childhood subjectivities are produced within a post-totalitarian system by what Havel and 

Foucault would perhaps identify as technologies impacting on the self to produce the self. In the 

next chapter I analyse my experiences of collecting data in the archives of the Czech Republic 

and Slovakia, with a particular focus on analysing the politics of truth and the ethics of 

researching in archival institutions. I demonstrate how the archives uncovered that, in a Havelian 

sense, all citizens took advantage of the system and supported it, and were also victimised by it, 

while in a certain way they also rebelled, and how it impacted on the production of post-

totalitarian childhoods. The archival research experience opens up my study to concerns about 

the subversive nature of desire and to powerful moments of subjectification in childhoods. 
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Chapter 4 

The Ethics of Truth in Archival Research: A Journey through the Past 
 

The document, then, is no longer for history an inert material through which it tries 
to reconstitute what men have done or said, the events of which only the trace 
remains; history is now trying to define within the documentary material itself 
unities, totalities, series, relations … history is one way in which a society recognizes 
and develops a mass of documentation with which it is inextricably linked (Foucault, 
1992, p. 7). 

Library archives are strangely exciting places. They sit there, quiet stacks of books 
and old paper, silently humming with thousands of stories. Closed to random 
rummagers, guarded by librarians, the past seems to wait for someone to reach out to 
it. To open a box or a book on a page of old handwriting, with its browning ink on 
yellowing paper, requires a steady nerve. Having been discovered, the ancestors 
demand attention. We cannot simply close the box and leave them alone again (Jones 
& Jenkins, 2011, p. 1). 

It is 1971, and Mirek says: The struggle of man against power is the struggle of 
memory against forgetting (Kundera, 1996, p. 4). 

 

Introduction 

This chapter, in which I analyse my ‘adventures’ in the archives, is an unusual section of my 

thesis. The original intention was to outline the process of my archival fieldwork and to 

summarize the texts and data that I had collected. However, my archival experiences led to a 

shift from what I collected to how I collected the data in relation to the production of childhood 

subjectivities in the archives of former Czechoslovakia. This chapter analyses my experiences as 

an archival researcher, the power and politics of the archives, and the complexities of the ethics 

of research when dealing with sensitive histories of communities. Whilst the collected data was 

useful in shaping my research topic, it was the experience itself that produced my understanding 

of how to consider data that concerns the production of childhoods in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia.  

In the previous chapters I outlined a philosophical framework for my research, and the 

political and ideological rationalities that form the research context. This chapter shifts my 

research into a different territory, of collecting the evidence, and it marks my return to former 

Czechoslovakia. As in other research projects and endeavours, researchers are often hungry to 

collect evidence, data, and end up gathering more than they need; and often the fieldwork is the 

time that sharpens the argument, and narrows the focus of the project (Green, Camilli, & Elmore, 

2006). I myself was hungry for data, and for evidence of how children’s literature was produced, 

shaped, adjusted, censored and distributed. My research scope was broad: I wanted to explore 

memoirs, letters, government documents, kindergarten records and official and underground 
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children’s literature. So my research was concerned with diverse sources ranging from a 

children’s magazine to teachers’ notes; from kindergarten chronicles to orders from the 

government agencies to the educational institutions.  

To conduct this research, I travelled to Czechoslovakia (now the Czech Republic and 

Slovakia), planning to visit various public and private archival institutions. In this chapter I 

outline how my archival experience was influenced by the data that I collected as well as by the 

data I did not collect. The intention was that the data would exemplify the complex discourse of 

connections between curriculum materials and children’s literature in post-totalitarian 

kindergartens. Through my research I realised that only very little of the data may make it into 

my thesis, but my experiences with archival institutions and the ethics of truth in collecting the 

data would become the essential contribution to the argument of my thesis. The experience 

provided a supporting framework for my research rather then its evidence. 

This chapter analyses the complexities of how to conduct research in a country where during 

the Velvet Revolution the governing ideology suddenly, in 1989, changed from a post-

totalitarian regime to a Western democracy driven by a market economy. These complexities 

relate to the sensitivities of the past, and to painful, ambivalent or happy images - depending on 

who you talk to – that are still fresh in people’s minds. This chapter complicates the journey of a 

researcher gathering data, as it highlights the power of archival institutions and of staff that 

guard the knowledge in it. I refer to archival administrators and research staff as the ‘guardians 

of knowledge’, as their powerful presence determines what researchers can or cannot do or see in 

archival institutions. While guardians are appointed by archival institutions to care for and 

protect the archival materials, they also serve the public and researchers in accessing data. In my 

research, these guardians were essential in determining what data I could access and how I could 

access it. In addition, the complexities of my data collection led me to the understanding that 

archives are not as ethically neutral as they are often portrayed. There are many ethical concerns 

to consider, as documents found in the archives, if made public, can dramatically change peoples 

lives. During my research I encountered such an ethical dilemma, and this chapter follows a 

problematisation of how archival data may not necessarily tell the obvious story, and represent 

‘the truth’ researchers (and citizens) look for. Jones and Jenkins (2011) write about ‘muddying’ 

history, which they understand in postmodern research as taking perspectives “that do not claim 

objectivity” (p. 6). The challenge of this chapter is to ‘muddy’ the archival story about post-

totalitarian childhoods; I do not strive to find an answer as to who should be protected in archival 

research, but to complicate the question of how to be an ethical researcher, and how to conduct 

ethical research in archival institutions. 
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Power, Politics and Guardians 

Archival institutions have tremendous power. As Rose (2007) argues, institutions such as 

galleries and museums produce a certain type of knowledge, and in doing so they create a certain 

type of visitor. These institutions decide which pictures to make visible and which to keep 

locked inside the depositary. As institutions they lay out a certain public space, for example by 

placing chairs and benches in front of some pictures and not others. They allow visitors to touch 

some things whilst others remain protected. Archival institutions operate on a similar principle, 

as they use their productive power to issue catalogues and grant researchers access to some 

materials and not to others. These institutions use their guardians to execute this power over 

visitors and researchers. 

Archival institutions need to decide on what they will archive, display and allow researchers 

to see, and how this will be done. The archives therefore cannot be considered to be neutral. 

Rose (2007) reminds us of this, and that the process of archiving data involves complex decision 

making and politics. The notion of archiving, and classification, is also Derrida’s (1995) concern 

as he argues that the way archives operate and store data puts certain limitations and categories 

in place and that therefore “order is no longer assured” (p. 5), while new order takes place. This 

chapter responds to Derrida’s concern. 

 The power and politics of archives has been extensively researched by Jimerson (2009), who 

also considers these institutions as “sites of power” (p. 2). Similarly Foucault’s (1991a) work 

alerts us, through the example of a prison, to how institutions use rules and surveillance to 

produce docile bodies, subjected and colonised to self-discipline and self-governance. In the 

latter part of this chapter I demonstrate how I was also produced as a ‘docile’ archival researcher, 

using Derrida’s (1995) argument that there is “no political power without control of the archive” 

(p. 4) as a pertinent focus of my analysis. 

In the sense of post-structural archival research (Gidley, 2004), it was not my intention to 

discover or report on ‘the truth’ or historical accuracy. I had already developed a complex 

relationship with truth myself. For example, after the Velvet Revolution in 1989, what we as 

children believed to be the truth suddenly became redundant. We had memories and experiences 

of growing up in the post-totalitarian context, whilst the world around us changed dramatically 

with the fall of the Iron Curtain. Almost all that we had practised, learnt and acquired as 

knowledge was suddenly proclaimed to be false. I was reminded of this experience 22 years 

later, during my archival research. Once a citizen of the country, but now treated as a foreigner, I 

entered these powerful archival institutions. From my first point of contact with the guardians, I 

was constantly reminded of and confronted with my memories of attitudes towards the people 

and decisions they made during the post-totalitarian era. I spoke with many of the guardians: 



60 

their memories of childhoods, children’s literature and living conditions differed amongst each 

other, and often differed from my memories, and from the stories I had been told. 

It was not easy to avoid searching for truth, especially if I wanted to stay culturally sensitive 

and maintain my position as an ethical researcher in the sense of the Havelian concept of ‘living 

within the truth’ discussed in chapters 2 and 3. To remain respectful to the citizens of the country 

who feel that they suffered for a long period of time, and who feel partly responsible for this 

suffering, I had to carefully listen to everyone’s story and to their opinions. I often reminded 

myself of Havel’s (1985) argument that citizens, including children, who lived within the post-

totalitarian context were all partly responsible for and partly victims of the regime. The 

guardians of the archives frequently tried to persuade me of certain historical truths, offering me 

their guidance in doing so. They let me see certain documents and did not let me see others; in 

some parts of the archives they did not allow me to see much, whilst in others I was allowed to 

see everything. From this experience, my research project needs to acknowledge not only the 

data I collected, but also, as Rose (2007) guides me, to look for the ‘invisible’, to consider what I 

was not allowed to collect. The ‘truth’ represented in my research is therefore produced by the 

archival sources that I was allowed to access. The data I collected can only serve as an 

illustration of childhood literature, through examples of a particular era, and cannot be 

generalised or taken out of context. The truth within these archives can only be discovered and 

negotiated within particular discourses as I argue below in a discussion of experiences of 

researching in these archival institutions. 

To further problematize the relationship between archival institutions and researchers I turn 

back to Foucault. Foucault (1989) argues that subjects do not have one particular, singular 

genealogy, as each subject is produced through multitudes of private and public historical 

subjectifications. These subjectifications make the quest for ‘truth’ in archival research complex, 

if not impossible, to negotiate. Thus, my archival research does not follow any particular 

historical trait, or focus on the accuracy of data produced in certain political contexts. I cannot 

ascertain whether children in the documents were ‘real’, or whether the letters they wrote were 

‘fake’. I considered all the collected data as part of the discourse within which certain childhoods 

were produced and in which these subjectifications took place. In conducting research in the 

post-totalitarian archives, ‘the truth’ also becomes an ethical concern on the basis that these 

children and teachers (or their relatives) are still alive, and the post-totalitarian era is still very 

fresh (and sometimes painful) in people’s memories. It is difficult not to polarize public opinion 

by publishing research concerned with that era.  

Apart from my own anxiety, the power of the guardians determined what data I collected, as 

well as the way I collected it, and they therefore influenced the content of my research and 

produced me as a particular researcher. Whilst I entered the archives without thinking that I 
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would need to consider the truth of the data that I may discover, I was forced to reconsider, and 

my discoveries shaped my archival experience and my research project. 

Preparations and Expectations 

Archival research is a strange classification of a certain type of research. For example, Comay 

(2002) asks “what isn’t an archive these days” as she argues for the importance and power of 

archives in these “memory-obsessed times” (p. 12). I wanted to carefully prepare for this 

research trip to minimize potential problems whilst visiting institutions that deal with peoples’ 

memories. I read research handbooks and methodological literature, as preparation for any 

research trip is an essential part of research practice (Babbie, 2010; Green, et al., 2006). First of 

all I studied what data is actually available in the archives. Data can be categorised in many 

ways. Some handbooks and researchers prefer the approach of stating that all that can be 

accessed in the archive available is a public record, whilst others distinguish between private 

data (such as correspondence, diaries, personal notes not originally aimed for public 

consumption) and public data (memos, published articles, documents which were widely 

disseminated) (Gidley, 2004; Gilfoyle, 1994). Such private data is more sensitive than that 

classified as public; and researchers should be more careful in how it is used and published. 

However, this distinction does not answer the question of how (or whether) the person who 

produced the data, or about whom the data was produced, gave consent for it to be accessible in 

any archives. 

The concern about private data led me to consider the need for research ethics approval of 

research projects such as mine. The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee confirmed that I did not need to obtain ethics approval for my research. I was advised 

that I would need such approval only if I had human participants or animals as part of my 

research, or if I was researching biological tissues. The Committee declared to me that archival 

research is considered to be ethically neutral. Also my fellow PhD students told me that I was 

‘the lucky one’ because students often find the research ethics process difficult, lengthy and 

tedious. I was surprised that I did not need to obtain approval, as I anticipated potential problems 

to arise by me entering a different culture and researching private data in a former communist 

country. Furthermore, the archives were, as I understood through my preliminary research, 

barely surviving due to financial constraints. My initial research proposal included the following 

statement:  

This thesis will not use human participants and therefore approval from the 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee will not be sought. 
However, this research respects the cultural sensitivity of the texts and stories 
researched and presented. The proposed research is relevant to diverse countries, 
lands and political systems and will analyse and respect the diverse beliefs and 
values of the stories and the peoples represented. Ethical considerations can be 
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extended to relationships between the researcher, researched subject and data, and 
my supervisors. 

I felt satisfied that I had covered any potential ethical concerns. Subsequently, I moved to final 

preparations and researched methodological handbooks that dealt with the process of document 

analysis and archival research, and consulted with experienced archival researchers. The 

handbooks I studied presented a uniform picture about archives and how they operate. They 

outlined, for example, the way a researcher should communicate with archival personnel and 

approach, access and gather data (Berg, 2004; McCulloch, 2004; Scott, 2006). The literature was 

concerned with practical preparations such as opening hours, online availability of the archival 

catalogue and reproducing collected data. 

I felt inspired by the methodological literature I read, and prepared a detailed plan. The 

process of archival research seemed very straightforward. In preparation I attempted to make 

email contact with each archive before I travelled abroad. I tried to acquaint myself with the 

specific cultural research system to understand how these archives operate. I followed the advice 

of the handbooks and organized the relevant permits, letters of recommendation and potential 

access to online catalogues in advance. In sum, I attempted to understand the specific rules, 

potential dangers and barriers of each archive, including negotiating access to a photocopier or 

using a camera. In hindsight, one of the most important outcomes of my planning and study of 

research handbooks was keeping a research diary throughout my fieldwork.  

I thought that I would follow the plan I had prepared. However, I quickly had to abandon it 

once I was in the field. What the literature had not prepared me for was the amount of flexibility 

and quick, on the spot decisions that I would need to make in the archives, which determined to a 

large extent the way my research progressed. Going through my research diary now, it seems 

that the what of my research, to collect data to allow substantial analyses, proceeded more or less 

as I had planned. However, the how of my data collection became divergent and unpredictable 

through the circumstances and realities of researching childhoods and childhood subjectivities in 

a post-communist country. 

The Archives 

The first archives that I visited were selected based on my reading of prior projects that took 

place in them. Researchers had made fascinating discoveries about children and childhoods in 

these archives. During my first raw data analysis, and in conversations with guardians of these 

initial archives, I was recommended other archival institutions, in which I conducted my further 

research. The archives that I visited, and attempted to visit, were: 

• Archív Pedagogickej knižnice (Archive of Pedagogy Library) in Bratislava, Slovakia 
• Archív Univerzitnej knižnice v Bratislave (Archive of the University Library) in 

Bratislava, Slovakia 
• Libri prohibiti (Archive of Forbidden Literature) in Prague, Czech Republic 
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• Slovenský Národný Archív (Slovak National Archive) in Bratislava, Slovakia 
• Archív Hlavného Mesta SR Bratislavy (Bratislava City Archive) in Bratislava, Slovakia 
• Archív Múzea Školstva a Pedagogiky (Archive of Museum of Education and Pedagogy) 

in Bratislava, Slovakia 
• Ústav Pamäti Národa (Nation's Memory Institute) in Bratislava, Slovakia 

I visited three other archival institutions that I do not include in this list, and they remain 

unnamed in my thesis, to protect the identity of these archives and the sensitivity of the 

experiences and data discovered. The rationale behind my decision not to disclose their identity 

is analysed in this chapter. 

The First Days 

Entering the archives was a complex procedure. These institutions hold knowledge and carry 

memories of a nation that lived under communist governance for almost 40 years. This 

knowledge is protected by the archive guardians, who determine whether a researcher can enter, 

and what and for how long he can carry out his research. Protection is also provided by the 

governing agencies, such as the Ministry of Interior, that fund and guide many archives. Whilst 

researching, I had numerous discussions with the guardians about the power of the archives. I 

was told stories about how, since the fall of Communism, many documents were lost or 

destroyed, and about the deliberate under-financing of the institution to control the ‘mapping’ of 

uncategorised archival documents to reduce the possibility of exposing sensitive information. As 

one guardian told me, ‘it is only 22 years since the Velvet Revolution’. What the guardian meant 

was that the agencies in power have a good reason for maintaining the archives in the current 

unmapped and uncatalogued state. The deliberate mishandling of documents was also reported 

by Van Rossum (1997), who claims that there were thousands of metres of unmapped archival 

spaces with uncatalogued data when the archives were handed over from communist agencies 

after the Velvet Revolution. Since the change of the system in the early 1990s, as I found out, 

this mapping, cataloguing and categorizing of archives has not progressed much. Archives in 

Czechoslovakia are a rough, uncharted terrain and since the first day in the field I realised that 

my task as a researcher would be much more difficult than I had imagined.  

I had mixed success, but mostly struggled, with contacting archival institutions via email 

beforehand. Any responses received were vague, and mostly referred to a future face-to-face 

meeting where requirements for my entry into the archive would be discussed. Once inside the 

archives I was exposed to the productive power of these institutions, their influences on 

researchers and specifically to how they expected me to collect data. I realised that I was being 

treated differently to other researchers whose credentials were from local universities or research 

institutions. I had difficult conversations that were often full of suspicion about who I am, who I 

represent, and the real purpose of my visit. Despite the fact that I am originally from 

Czechoslovakia, my presence raised suspicion about why I was coming back to research post-



64 

totalitarian childhoods. I was at home, and yet I was a foreigner. I wrote into my research diary 

that if I had not come to conduct this research from New Zealand, I would most likely have 

gained easier access and collected different data. Perhaps it would not have been better, stronger 

or more or less surprising data - just different. And, as I outline below, perhaps it would have 

been collected in a different way.  

My first experience in the archives gave me a glimpse of what the next two months would 

involve in a way that no handbook did. I waited in a freezing waiting room for four hours despite 

having made a prior appointment with the guardian. When the guardian finally came to see me, 

the meeting was over in five minutes, as I was denied access to the archive. For some reason, 

still not clear to me, the guardian declared that the catalogues were confidential, while I 

helplessly observed other researchers entering this archive. In other archives I had to pay high 

fees to reproduce the data. The guardians implemented apparently spontaneous rules that made 

my research difficult, almost unmanageable. In some archives I was working under the constant 

surveillance of guardians or cameras, allowed to see only three boxes of data per day, which had 

to be ordered two working days ahead. In one archive I was even removed from the premises. At 

some archives, research hours were very short and the guardians allowed for little departure from 

their customary day-to-day operations. If I were to generalise my experience, I dealt with a 

combination of strictly followed rules and complete chaos in the disorganised, unmapped and 

uncatalogued archives. However, as I outline below, I also had some different experiences. 

Early on in my archival journey I realised that I would have to challenge the notion of how an 

ethical researcher should behave. I observed the change in myself; I moved quickly to accustom 

myself with each environment and to get approval from the guardians to conduct my research in 

their archive. The more the guardians blocked my access to knowledge, information, and data, 

the more I wanted to get inside. I wrote in my research diary: research should not be this hard. I 

begged and flirted with guardians, and bribed them with gifts from distant, exotic New Zealand, 

just to get inside the archives, to be allowed to research, to get past the weeks-long waiting list. 

In all of these ways, the archival institutions and guardians positioned me as a researcher that, 

whilst I had no research ethics approval, was breaking the rules of research ethics. The archival 

institutions challenged my understanding of what constitutes an ethical researcher, as well as of 

the notion presented by my University’s research ethics committee, that archival research is 

ethically and emotionally neutral.  

The notion of ethics is often not considered to be important in archival research, nor do 

methodological handbooks commonly discuss it. I was intrigued to know if other researchers 

also encountered ethical dilemmas in their archival research, and problematized the ethics of 

archival research. Soon I realised that I was not the only researcher who struggled with the (lack 

of) ethics guidance in archival and documentary research (Cameron, 2001; Carusi & Jirotka, 
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2009; Gilfoyle, 1994; Innes, 2010; Middleton, 2012; Schwarz, 1992; Taube & Burkhardt, 1997). 

Ethical dilemmas make researchers re-think the ethics of archival research. For instance, Moore 

(2010) argues for further consideration of ethics in relation to the politics of archives, and the 

way archives (and their guardians) can potentially censor researchers and their research projects. 

Also Jimerson (2009) problematizes the ethics of archival research and argues that the 

accountable, ethical archival researcher is determined by his or her ideas of objectivity, neutrality 

and social justice. Both of these researchers recognize the power of the archives and the 

materials they contain, and how they may affect the researcher. 

 

           
    Picture 4. The labyrinth of uncatalogued archival documents (my photograph, 2011). 
 

I agree with Locke, Alcorn and O’Neill (2011) when they use the quote “everything is ethics” (p. 

1). Other researchers have also considered ethical dilemmas and discussed the unsuitability of 

ethical guidelines which research ethics committees tend to apply, such as the notion of informed 

consent as ‘an ethical remedy’ similar to the research concerning human subjects (O'Neill, 

2003), while others have pointed out the complexities of ethics and the ethical dilemmas 

(Alderson & Morow, 2003; Piper & Simons, 2011; Punch, 1986). Fogel, Quinlan, Quinlan and 

She (2010) also investigated the limitations of ethical guidelines and methodological handbooks 

with respect to archival research, and contest the notions of informed consent as an ideal tool to 

protect participants when they are not face to face with the researcher in the flesh, but exist in 

their archival form. In the ethical dilemmas that I faced, I struggled with complexities about who 

to protect whilst researching childhoods in archival institutions. The data I found, if made public, 

could potentially implicate peoples’ lives. Other researchers, when faced with ethical dilemmas, 
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refrained from disclosing their sources; and so in the case of sensitive data, I too will refrain 

from disclosing the names of some specific archives or references of the particular documents in 

this chapter. 

Producing the Researcher and Encounters with Subjects 

The archival institutions produced me as a certain type of researcher. In the archives, I felt 

pressured with only a few hours to get through the documents, knowing that the next day new 

boxes of data would arrive. I felt frustrated that I could not change my requests based on 

discoveries in the boxes I searched on one day, and that I would have to wait an additional two to 

three working days for the boxes that I chose. I often felt lost, as I had hundreds and hundreds of 

boxes to choose from with no real description, and my selections were circumstantial or just pure 

guesses. In one archive, however, I also felt privileged as I was able to negotiate access to data 

that was still in sealed boxes. But in most cases these privileges were disheartening as they led to 

further complications. The documents were often not in order, and many pages that seemed 

important were missing. Some files had only a cover page and no contents, with the name of the 

person from the Ministry of Education who had last borrowed (and obviously never returned) 

them. Some others were marked ‘secret’ and instead of minutes, merely stated ‘oral discussion – 

no minutes taken’. Yet other passages were blacked out. 

Pressured by the limited time in which I had access to archival documents, and by the 

restrictions implemented by the guardians, I decided to use a camera and photograph many pages 

of data, even if they seemed only distantly relevant to my research. I counted on a substantial 

analysis at a later point. This was a brand new research approach that I had not considered 

before; nor had I read about it in the literature. I had been expecting to study the documents 

carefully before attempting to copy or photograph them. I was also expecting that I would pre-

select my data from well-described lists of contents from the archival boxes. Under the 

circumstances and pressures described above, I decided to take the approach of collecting and 

creating databases of data that may be only potentially relevant to my research. I hoped to 

carefully re-select them and analyse them in the evenings. My approach therefore was a very raw 

data collection. I consciously chose quantity over quality, and after some days of data collection, 

despite my initial disapproval of this approach, I began to realise its potential advantages. I was 

gathering data during the day and throughout the evenings I was categorizing, searching, and 

finding links between documents that I might otherwise not have studied in detail. This quick 

pre-analysis helped me to make more informed decisions about which boxes I should ask for in 

the next days, and about what information could possibly be inside them. I started my selection 

of archival boxes with a ‘hit and miss’ approach, however towards the end of my fieldwork I was 

picking up a trail of links that led me to the discovery of important data. 
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I could not avoid contact with human subjects in my archival research, despite not having 

ethics approval to conduct research with human participants. Discussions with the guardians 

fundamentally shaped my research. I wrote into my research diary a question that I tried to 

answer throughout my fieldwork: How to avoid encounters with human subjects in archival 

research? And why would I want to do that? In order to get access to the archives I had to 

discuss my research with the guardians before I was allowed to search through the archival 

catalogues. The guardians mostly had very strong opinions about my research. I was asked: why 

would you be interested in these chronicles? They represent a very subjective view on our past 

history. Elsewhere a guardian advised me about the documents that I requested: what children 

were writing was not a true picture of their childhoods. Guardians used their memories and 

power to determine what was and what was not considered to be knowledge worth exploring, or 

what was and what was not the truth in the data from post-totalitarian childhoods. Their remarks 

were given like an order and sometimes I was forbidden from accessing the documents I wanted 

to see. My encounters with the truth of data I was collecting became an inevitable and daily 

reminder for me as a researcher, and an issue I had to face every time I entered the grounds of 

archival institutions. 

The human subjects with whom I dealt, the archival officers and guardians, provided aspects 

of the discourse in which I positioned my research. It was only twenty years since the end of the 

post-totalitarian era, and the guardians of the archives had their own particular memories and 

versions of truths about this time. These truths in turn were being inflicted on me, from the 

guardians’ relative positions of power. Their experiences, and how they remembered themselves 

as a part of that past political context, shaped my progress through the archives. The guardians 

regularly stated that it is very rare for a researcher to come into the archives, the museum and 

even the libraries, to conduct research regarding this particular period; and even those 

researchers who do, are not usually concerned with children and childhoods. Even more 

intriguing were their personal memories and reflections on that era. I did not intend to interview 

anyone for my research, however it was impossible to avoid communicating about my research 

with these guardians. My credentials from the University or letters of recommendations would 

not have been enough to allow me to visit these archives; the discussions and relationships with 

guardians were my true passport to get inside. 

I was confronted with a range of perceptions, such as how the guardians perceived the post-

totalitarian era as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, or how they perceived documents in the archives as ‘real’ and 

‘true’. Some guardians were longing for the return of post-totalitarian times, and said that the 

system had produced a lot of ‘good’. Other guardians claimed that there was no ‘real’ censorship 

when it came to children’s literature. I was constantly navigated and consequently allowed to see 

only parts of the archive based on individual guardians’ memories and beliefs. It was the power 
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of the guardians that made it necessary to communicate with subjects. Thus, my encounter with 

subjects was critical to my research; and without these relationships I would not have been able 

to conduct my research. To demonstrate how I engaged with the guardians and archival 

institutions, I will now turn to outline four of my research experiences that contextualize the 

complexities of researching post-totalitarian childhoods in the archives. 

The Act of Removal 

My first example illustrates the power of the archive guardians over the researcher, and over the 

research topic in the archival research. The Ministry of Interior governed one archive I visited, 

and I aimed to collect data from the kindergarten chronicles, and to discover links that would 

provide information about how the children’s magazine Little Bee was used in kindergartens. 

The guardians of this archival institution did not reply to my emails, so once I was in the 

country, I called the archive and made an appointment. However, I missed the appointment 

because I arrived at the wrong address, as the website and relevant documents with the address 

of the archive had not been updated, and the archive had moved to the other side of the city. I 

was upset, and this ‘episode’ did not help my relationship with the guardians. I learnt that the 

archive had changed locations and storage areas many times over the past years, and that it had 

lost historic documents and materials in the process of moving, or due to incorrect storage and 

handling. The new location of the archive was in the middle of a residential suburb, in the 

building of a former kindergarten, a place not suited to storing and researching data. The archive 

operated under restricted opening hours, giving researchers only three hours a day to study, and 

it was closed on Fridays. 

The archival administrator who welcomed me upon my arrival was a powerful guardian. The 

guardian’s desk was in the same room as the researchers studying the documents, so the guardian 

was constantly observing them. I noticed how guardians raised their voice at the researchers who 

did not follow the archival protocol for handling the documents. I observed this as I filled in the 

long application form, outlining which data I wanted to collect and why I was interested in it. 

Once I had finished the paperwork I was told that another guardian of higher status would be in 

touch with me. Despite trying to communicate about the time management of my research and 

when I might expect a response from the archive, I could only wait, as my application had to be 

reviewed by a more powerful guardian. As my entry in my research diary states, at this point I 

was not dealing with one guardian, but with a hierarchy of guardians within the archival 

institution. It was not the power of the guardian, but of the whole apparatus of the archive, with 

its rules and protocols that dictated when and how I was able to access and collect the data. 

Derrida (1995) refers to such institutional procedures as the science of the archives. And in this 

case the archive told me: you need to wait. 
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After a week of waiting I received an email from the guardian advising me that the archive 

did not hold any information or data that would be useful for my research, and that I should 

focus my research on other archives. However, encouraged by discussions with guardians from 

other archives who claimed that important data was indeed held there, I decided not to give up. I 

called the archive and requested an appointment with a higher-ranked guardian in an attempt to 

get past the bureaucratic wall. Following many long discussions, the guardian asked me why I 

was even interested in this particular period of time. The guardian did not want to provide me 

with a list of archival holdings, and as I noted into my research diary I was beginning to wonder 

whether such a catalogue even existed or I was simply not permitted to see it. More phone calls 

led to an interesting turn of events: the guardian found some kindergarten chronicles; and they 

were available for me to access. I was excited; the guardian promised to prepare them for me and 

asked me to be ready to research them the next week.  

The next week was not as smooth as I anticipated it to be. When I came into the archive, the 

guardian requested a confirmation letter from my University, stating that I really was conducting 

research and collecting data in line with my application to enter the archive. The guardian 

refused to accept my confirmation letter in English and requested for it to be officially translated 

into the Czech or Slovak language, and for the translation to be signed by the University. I was 

disappointed, as I knew this would take days. I was also informed about payments for 

reproducing the data. Photocopying was expensive, and other researchers were complaining 

about the photocopier not working well. The cost for using a camera was at a daily (three hours) 

rate of almost 15 Euros, which concerned me as I was rapidly exceeding my research budget. I 

tried to negotiate and argued that the archive is open only three hours a day, and not for a full 

day. At this particular moment I thought I would give up. The experience felt like one of Havel’s 

absurd plays combined with the notion of Franz Kafka’s Castle: the archival institution was 

pressuring and testing me, and the closer the data in the archives seemed to me, the further away 

it was moving in reality. I did not know how to deal with the power that this institution was 

exerting over me. I left the archive, complied with the requirements, and returned some days 

later. 

Three days later, as the guardian went to retrieve my requested data, I did not expect to see 

such a scene. The guardian wheeled in a trolley filled with chronicles, photo albums and archival 

boxes, all laid on top of each other in one huge messy pile. The sight of the cart filled with 

unsorted, stock-piled materials that were so hard to access shocked me: after all the effort, to see 

the desired materials in such a state was demoralising. I started to study them at one of the school 

desks; the room was dark, with the guardians’ desks in the corner; the phone on their desk 

constantly rang and I could hear casual discussions amongst them. The school desks were small 

and uncomfortable, and so close to each other that researchers had no privacy. Every researcher 
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was observed and reprimanded in harsh tones for not turning pages correctly, or just for holding 

the archival material in the wrong way. After about an hour of researching the chronicles, the 

vast amount of important and relevant material amazed me. I was taking many photographs of 

documents with huge research potential, very aware of the three-hour research limit, when after 

about an hour of research, suddenly the guardian approached me. The guardian said: That’s 

enough! At first I could not understand what the guardian meant, but soon I comprehended that 

somehow the guardian was convinced that I had seen enough materials. When I attempted to 

protest and requested more time, the guardian said that the rules of the archive, which I had 

signed, clearly state that the archive staff has the power and the right to decide at what time I 

should stop my work. I packed and finished my research at this archive; the guardian stated that I 

could continue the following week, but I had already made an appointment in another archive. 

The Young Guardians 

The second example also illustrates the power of the guardians. In one archive I aimed to 

discover links between government agencies and how the curriculum, including the 

implementation of the children’s magazine Little Bee, was enforced in kindergartens. This 

archival institution was established upon the fall of communism and is also governed by the 

Ministry of Interior. Its purpose is to gather, preserve, research and enable citizens to study 

documents from fascist and communist eras. Before my fieldwork, I established email contact 

with a guardian, however two weeks before our proposed research meeting I suddenly got no 

more replies or confirmations. Once in the country I called and arranged a meeting. On entering 

the archive I had to sign in with my passport as security, and wait for a guardian to escort me 

upstairs; no visitor was allowed in the building without supervision. As I entered the archive I 

found out that I had an appointment on the day of the archive Christmas party. This had a 

destructive effect on my visit. The guardian showed me a small room with no windows and 

asked me to wait, closed the door and disappeared. When I looked around I realised that I was in 

a storage room filled with old computers, withdrawn books sitting at the table filled with old, 

broken items and a couple of chairs around. I sat, waiting. 

A different guardian came to see me around half an hour later. Unlike in the other archives, 

the guardians were mostly younger, my age. This guardian asked me about my credentials, and I 

filled in an application to enter the archive. The guardian appeared very friendly, and provided 

me with advice and opinions on how I should proceed with my research. The guardian told me 

which other archives I should visit; however he kept on avoiding the topic of using this archive. 

Every time I attempted to turn the conversation from what I should do somewhere else to what I 

could do in this archive, my question was dismissed with we probably do not have anything of 

interest to you. During the hour I spent with this guardian I did not get a chance to really explain 

why I was there, and I was refused, by strong discouragement, to search the archival catalogue. 
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Then the guardian whom I had originally been in touch with joined in and they both expressed 

their personal opinions and memories on post-totalitarian childhoods, supported, they claimed, 

by their knowledge of the archives. These guardians claimed that whilst their perspective was 

purely personal, it followed historians’ discourse of generally happy uncomplicated childhoods. 

Together they tried to discourage me from using this archive; they were sure I would not find 

anything, and that the most interesting parts were secret anyway, and that I would therefore not 

be allowed to see them. The guardians emphasised that this archive is a maze and difficult to 

orient oneself in. I was stuck again, as I realised that without the guardians’ help I would not be 

able to use this archive. 

I became aware of how much energy it would require for me to negotiate access to this 

archive. I needed the help of the guardians; without them I would not be able to collect any data 

on my own. I decided to leave this archive for now; and perhaps if I had time at the end of my 

research trip, I would re-negotiate my connections with it. Before I left, I made an appointment 

with the guardian who had dedicated years of research to the ‘Candle demonstration’, which I 

discuss in chapter 3. I intended to match the archival data with memories from my childhood. 

However, I was surprised how little of his research was dedicated to the involvement of children 

during this event. I was even more surprised by his lack of interest in this issue, but as he 

explained to me, children were not important in that story, as historically they did not play an 

important role during the Candle demonstration. I wrote into my research journal: waste of time. 

Weeks later, as I revisited my notes in the diary, I added: interesting experience. 

Dangerous Freedom 

I had different experiences to those illustrated above in the archive operated by the Ministry of 

Education. Here I aimed to research teachers’ reports on children, and educational processes in 

the kindergartens. The difference in the governance and the approach to the researcher in this 

archive was obvious from the first meeting and I developed a good rapport with the guardians. 

Because of the prior email contact, I had a clear understanding of the requirements for entry into 

this archive, as well as about the local research protocol and access to the catalogues. Unlike my 

experience of other public archives, I was surprised by the amount of data I was allowed to 

research. I could focus solely on my research without worrying about negotiating access to the 

catalogues. I felt welcomed as a researcher. However, the guardians here also influenced my 

research through the way they perceived my topic. At first, they allowed me to see slightly 

different documents from those I had requested. Sometimes the guardians navigated me in a 

different direction, following their perceptions of how the post-totalitarian system operated in 

education. The guardians of this archive had certain memories and experiences, and diverse 

urges that they expressed and pursued; however it was the only public archive in which I 

managed to successfully negotiate to collect the data that I aimed to gather. 
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These guardians trusted me; and after a few visits I was able to continue my research outside 

of the official opening hours, and even during holidays. I was allowed to take some documents 

away and return them the next day. Sometimes I was even left in the archive on my own; and I 

gained permission to access materials from the archival depositary myself. I realised only upon 

my return to New Zealand that this experience raises serious ethical and security concerns. 

However, at the time of conducting my research I entered into my research diary: I wish all 

archives were like this. The guardians were sympathetic towards my time and financial 

restrictions, and I collected data without being charged for reproductions. I was amazed at the 

conditions in which I was able to conduct my study: I had a quiet space, and I could carefully 

explore documents without time pressure or complaints about how I was handling them. 

The research environment of this archive was different to the others, perhaps because the 

Ministry of Education and not the Ministry of Interior governed it. This archive also seemed to 

have different types of stored documents and no confidential files. The guardians’ attention to 

the rules and protocols, and to researchers’ circumstances, were friendlier and more 

approachable than at the other archives. The archives and institutions that reported to the 

Ministry of Interior were not only difficult to access, but collecting data in them involved a 

constant struggle with unknown power relations. As I noted in my research diary: all guardians 

were willing to bend the rules, but in this archive they did so as a favour to the researcher.  

The Private Institution 

My final example of the power of the guardians comes from a private archive that focuses on 

collecting dissident, samizdat writings and literature, where I aimed to find children’s samizdat 

literature. This archive is run by a non-profit NGO, and its director is a former dissident, writer 

and publisher of samizdat literature. From the first email reply from this guardian I received 

supportive and encouraging comments, including how I should approach my research and what I 

should take with me into the archive. I was even asked to bring in a camera to record data 

because photocopying could take a long time and be tricky with some fragile documents. I wrote 

into my research diary that this archive operates subversively in relation to how the knowledge is 

currently stored, presented and distributed by [most of the] public archives. The experience 

within this private archive was different to my experiences at the public ones. Upon my 

questions with respect to fees I was told there are no fees and that this archive is happy that they 

can assist and support me with my research. I was really excited as the guardians actually 

encouraged me to research, and to collect as much data as I needed. As I entered into my 

research diary: the guardians here are fully and actively supportive of my research. 

Once inside this archive, I felt very comfortable in such a pleasant research and intellectual 

environment, with many books around me, and guardians that were eager to assist with my 

requests. I was surprised that unlike in other archives I was not asked for my identification or to 



73 

fill in any application to enter the archive. Instead, the archival staff came to me and offered a 

tripod and a special photography lamp to provide me with the best conditions for collecting data. 

Before I entered the archive I was aware only of a couple of children’s samizdat books; and I 

was shocked as suddenly I was dealing with hundreds of different samizdat children’s books that 

were typed, copied, and secretly printed or smuggled into the country. Some of these were tiny 

books; others were mammoth works like the samizdat translations and distributions of the whole 

Lord of the Rings series for older children, whilst others were books with Christian themes and 

motifs for children. All were organized in a user-friendly catalogue. 

I spent hours reading and examining these children’s books. Many of them had illustrations, 

most of them black and white. As children had previously read them, the pictures were 

sometimes coloured in and the coloured pencils and pastels breathed life into these stories. A lot 

of these books were worn out, as they had been used and passed from family to family before 

ending up in this archive. Some of the authors of the samizdat literature wrote on the front pages 

This is a manuscript – author does not want this book to be copied. This was one of the ways 

that writers had protected themselves in case the book ended up with the secret police or other 

governing agencies. The number of children who read these books varied and their dissemination 

was difficult as many citizens were watched and followed by government agencies and it was 

hard to determine whom to trust. 

Working with books written to remain secret and never to be officially published was an 

emotional experience. As I touched the books that lay on the table in front of me, I could not stop 

thinking of the importance of these manuscripts. They produced different, alternative, subversive 

childhoods. As I looked around the archive, I saw the power of the books and the written word, 

which had been able to raise the fear of government agencies. As I wrote into my research diary: 

post-totalitarianism seemed to be the time in the history of Czechoslovakia where written words 

and books constituted an amazing power and importance both for government agencies and 

dissidents.  

I left the archive with a great amount of data about children’s literature that partly constituted 

a discourse of childhood in a sense of a childhood underground, as I analyse in chapter 8. 

Perhaps it was not coincidental that I collected this samizdat children’s literature in a private 

archive, without the strict rules and protection of data by the guardians that I had experienced in 

the public archives. I entered into my research diary a couple of days before I started my 

research at this private archive: I had approached the guardian [at the most respected public 

archival and librarian institution] and asked whether they had in their possession, or if they had 

any knowledge of, samizdat literature for children. During my research at the private archive I 

received a reply: We have no knowledge or information whether samizdat literature for children 

from the communist era exists.  
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My Personal Ghosts 

The stories above illustrate my experiences of the power of the archives and the complexities of 

researching post-totalitarian childhoods produced in them. I will now turn to analyse my 

discovery of an unexpected document containing sensitive information, which adds an additional 

angle to the already complex notions of ethics and truth in archival research. The journey to this 

discovery started when, after many negotiations, I was granted access to the still unmapped and 

uncategorised parts of an archive. There were boxes and boxes of information about governing 

kindergartens and children’s magazines, and I was just flipping pages of hundreds of documents 

wondering whether I would come across anything more directly relevant to my research, or 

whether I was just wasting my time. All these boxes were sealed and based on the condition they 

were in it seemed most likely they had never been opened or searched through before. 

Whilst going through these boxes I made an unexpected discovery. Amongst all the 

documents stored in one box, I found lists of teachers and professors alongside evaluations of 

their work by Deans and Communist Party representatives, outlining why they were considered 

worthy of advance in their academic careers. Pages and pages of documents outlined their 

relationship and orientation to certain politics, to the Communist Party, whether they had any 

connections to the West, and the way they co-operated with the official power forces and how 

they behaved during the Prague Spring. Based on this evaluation, the Ministry of Education 

advised the universities and schools whether these teachers and academics should advance in 

their careers. The most disturbing parts were those that alluded to teachers’ reports on 

suspicious, anti-socialist behaviour of children, students and their parents. 

Most of the names of the teachers were unknown to me. But, some were the names of my 

former teachers and others that I knew of, specifically those whom I had admired and cared for. 

The information that I found about them both shocked and upset me. Some of them may now be 

dead, whilst others could still be active in education today. At this moment I was confronted with 

my biggest ethical dilemma, one that I had never considered. Should I continue reading? Or 

should I close the box and pretend that this experience never happened? I had a choice. I wrote 

into my research diary the question: How to be an ethical archival researcher? The notion of 

truth concerning what I found in those files and documents about my teachers illustrates my 

concern about whether there is an historical truth in my archival research about childhoods.   

These files became my personal ghosts. I had no clue about their existence, and as I wrote 

into my research diary, after reflection some days later: I wish I had never found them. I wished I 

had not opened that box; or that I had had enough strength, and less curiosity, to continue 

reading. I had the choice of reading that material or of returning it to the box and leaving it there 

unopened. But I had decided to continue reading, despite the material having nothing to do with 

my research. I reflected at length on this in my research diary:  
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Shall I let my classmates know? Shall I let my parents know? Shall I keep this to 
myself? How do I know that there is any truth in these reports? Did they really do it? 
Some of them were my favourite teachers – can I believe this information, just 
because it is in the archive? Do I have a right to expose teachers and their family 
members to the pressure of this discovery, and make them defend themselves? What 
are the ethics of archival research; would ethics approval for this research from my 
university have helped me deal with this dilemma? 

Kundera’s Guilt 

To complicate this story of how to deal with data discovered in the archives, and the concern of 

the ethics and truth of archival research, I now turn to the case of the famous Czech writer Milan 

Kundera. Kundera has lived since the 1970s in France, after emigrating from Czechoslovakia. 

He was considered to be a symbol of intellectual resistance against communist power and 

ideology, and his work is deeply rooted in the post-totalitarian era and used by researchers to 

analyse this time period (Jimerson, 2009; Shore, 1996). However, in late 2008, a story was 

published about Kundera in the weekly magazine Respekt by an archival researcher Hradilek. In 

summary, Hradilek (2008) accused Kundera on the basis of a police report that he discovered in 

the archive, of denouncing another citizen and collaborating with the secret police in the early 

1950s. Hradilek portrays Kundera as a reclusive character, who has not given an interview in the 

past 25 years; and who visits the Czech Republic only incognito. As Hradilek (2008) claims 

“[discovery in archive] indicates that there may be other reasons for his reclusiveness than we 

previously imagined”. With respect to the truth of the document Hradilek wrote in the last 

paragraph of his article “I pondered for a long time on whether I had a moral right to publish the 

story. But in the end I decided that its publication could throw light on some unanswered 

questions …”. Hradilek claims that he had given Kundera an opportunity to comment and 

explain before publishing this story, but that he had no response from Kundera. 

Hradilek suddenly became the best-known archival researcher in the country. In his article, he 

claims that institutions such as the archives “offer valuable material for seeking out eyewitnesses 

and provide the scholar with an unprecedented tool for reviving memories” (Hradilek, 2008). 

After publication of this article, other respected Czech researchers made statements clearly 

rejecting the idea that a police report, as an archival document, could be false, whilst others 

questioned its interpretation. A spokesman of the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes, 

in which the document was discovered, denied the possibility that the document that points to 

Kundera’s guilt is fake (Bindasová, 2008). Despite researchers’ claims about the validity and 

originality of the document, and not about whether the document contained the truth, the way 

this document was interpreted by the media was not that the document is ‘original’ but that the 

‘content’ of the document is ‘true’. 

Kundera’s story caused turmoil both in the former Czechoslovakia and around the world. 

Within a few days, the media worldwide was reporting on this subject. Renowned newspapers 
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compared Kundera with Günter Grass (Schmidt, 2008), and the message that was disseminated 

around the world was that Kundera must be guilty: the archives had produced their secrets, and 

these secrets must be true. Others who were not archival researchers such as the famous writer 

Škvorecky however, shared their reservations. He claimed that the secret police and forces "were 

almighty, uncontrolled and uncontrollable organisations. He who trusts their records like the 

Holy Script is an idiot" (Bindasová, 2008). 

Kundera, after a quarter of a century of silence and granting no interviews, issued a statement: 

"I have been absolutely taken aback by something that I did not expect, something that I did not 

know about until now, and something that did not happen” and called the Hradilek article "an 

assassination attempt" (Cameron, 2008). Soon after this, eleven world famous writers, including 

four Nobel prize winners, issued a joint statement published in the Guardian: “We note that 

Kundera has issued a categorical denial of these claims … [t]oo often, the press has spread this 

defamatory rumor without taking care to report the evidence refuting it” (Coetzee, 2008). 

Suddenly, Czech and Slovak citizens, artists and scientists, former communists and dissidents, 

were interested in the archives and their secrets. Citizens offered their perspectives and opinions. 

For example Czech dissident and writer Klíma, wrote an article on this subject: 

The document would probably not have caused such a big stir if the student had not 
gone on to become a brilliant writer of international renown … [d]espite the credible 
appearance of the police report facsimile I believe in the principle of the presumption 
of innocence. The police report was written after the event (it includes a record of the 
subsequent police action) and it does not bear Kundera’s signature (Klíma, 2008). 

Václav Havel also joined the heated discussion. He issued a statement, in the same magazine as 

Hradilek’s original article appeared, entitled ‘Two messages’, where he problematises Kundera’s 

case (Havel, 2008). Havel carefully states that while he does not believe in Kundera’s guilt, he 

understands that the events, as described by Hradilek, could have occurred. Havel analyses what 

some people did under the pressure of the Communist regime, including himself; and how 

difficult it may be for young citizens and researchers to imagine how it actually was to live under 

totalitarian governance. Havel understands the complexities of the Communist system, and how 

everyone and each citizen became both a supporter and a victim of the system: 

And for the hundredth time, I had to ask myself: would I have proved myself in a 
real battle? While in prison, I often wondered what sort of things and what secrets I 
might blurt out under physical torture. And, the other way around: what would young 
historians think if they unearthed a document showing that I had informed on a 
fellow prisoner? Of course, I could explain that this person was about to commit 
suicide and that technically this was the only way of saving his life, and they might 
understand and appreciate what I did. However, this complicated post script of an 
explanation would always be cowering in the background, behind the terrible 
original news of my betrayal … [f]inally, I have two things to say. One for the young 
historians: please take care when judging history! Otherwise you can do more harm 
than good. Just like your grandfathers did. One for Milan: try to stay above things! 
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As you know, worse things can happen in the course of one’s life than being 
defamed by the media (Havel, 2008). 

Kundera’s story presents us with the complexities of dealing with the past and how difficult it is 

to use archival documents to determine the truth that researchers and citizens long for. Perhaps it 

comes back to Jones and Jenkins’ (2011) notion of muddying history; each of us can interpret 

documents in any way we want; and in that way we contribute to and enrich the discourse. The 

discovery of a document about my teachers is perhaps unimportant compared with the Kundera 

story; and the world media would not pick up my story, nor would Nobel prize winners write 

defensive statements about those teachers. But perhaps these are the very reasons why it has 

become my responsibility, in a Havelian sense, to protect these teachers, and to treat this 

document as an illustration of the era; rather than to point my finger and judge. My experience, 

and my careful exploration of Kundera’s case, forces me to treat all archival data as illustrations 

of particular conditions and not to search for ‘real’ citizens and ‘real’ children behind the 

collected stories, chronicles and letters. This reinforces the notion that there is no ‘real’ truth in 

the childhoods that I research, but that there are multitudes of truths and stories that they tell. 

Concluding Comments 

When Kundera was accused of collaborating with the secret police, the archivists and historians 

confirmed the validity of the archive as a source of ‘true’ evidence. Once the report entered the 

public media, Kundera was seen as guilty in the eyes of the public. Even now, years later, many 

discussion forums on the internet are available to argue for or against Kundera, based purely on 

the snippets of information available to citizens. Kundera’s case, and my concern about the 

ethics and the truth of the document about my teachers, demonstrates the inextricable 

connections between the mass of documentation and the society, of which Foucault speaks in the 

opening quote. They also shaped the way I approach archival material, leading to my decision to 

treat any collected data as illustrations of post-totalitarian childhoods. In my research diary, as I 

was reflecting, I returned to the preparation stage of my research, and wrote: Would ethical 

approval from my university have supported me with this mess? 

Perhaps my research demonstrates more about me as a researcher, rather than about the truth-

value of the collected data. In a certain way, the documents that I collected, or failed to collect, 

have shaped me as a certain type of researcher. I was curious, hasty, I would not give up. I have 

broken accepted codes of ethics. I have played the same game as the guardians did. However, 

does it matter that I can justify my intentions as ‘good’? Derrida (1995) argues that “[e]ffective 

democratisation can always be measured by this essential criterion: the participation in and the 

access to the archive, its constitution and its interpretation” (p. 5). I found that discovering data 

in the archives is determined by the way the researcher is able to access them: central to this are 

the power relations with the guardians, and the decisions the researcher makes when selecting 
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which data to pursue and which to abandon. The complexities of the ethics and truth in archival 

research are what I have become obsessed with. My preparation for my research trip failed me, 

as I underestimated the emotional and ethical issues with which I would be confronted, and I am 

living with the consequences of this fieldwork to this day. 

What was I left with once I arrived back in New Zealand? The majority of the data that I 

collected did not make it into this thesis, but the experience of collecting it did. I recently 

presented my concern about the ethics of archival research at various conferences, and was 

surprised that scholarly work on ethics of archives exists despite methodological handbooks and 

research ethics committees mostly ignoring it. Perhaps my experience will encourage the 

University’s research ethics committees to re-think the ethics of archival research. The question 

of how ethics approval would have helped me is unclear; but it would at least have made me 

reflect on the nature and impact of archival institutions beforehand. I would never have been 

prepared for the discovery I made, but perhaps I could have been prepared for the dilemma 

formed by the discovery. I asked many questions in my research diary: What does it mean to be 

an ethical researcher? How should a researcher ethically collect data in archival research? 

How does collecting or not collecting certain data shape my research? And, perhaps the most 

pertinent to my research, who should be protected in archival research? While no clear answers 

emerge from this chapter, this archival experience has become invaluable to the formation of my 

argument about the truth of post-totalitarian childhoods. 

I collected many archival materials and documents, some that were published and some that 

were not. The selection of archival materials used in this thesis are partly based on my memories 

and experiences of the post-totalitarian system, but most importantly they were selected to 

illustrate and provide artefacts of childhoods related to the analytical categories of a victim, 

supporter and a rebel. Within this thesis, all references to Little Bee, Wild Thyme or Pioneer refer 

to articles from children’s magazines. Kindergarten chronicles are the teacher’s written diaries 

about important accounts in kindergarten settings, and Pioneer chronicles are diaries written by 

children-pioneers themselves. Curriculum documents refer to the official Ministry documents 

providing a framework to the kindergartens. Pioneer guidelines are documents providing a 

framework for this children’s organization. Samizdat newspapers are the articles and essays in 

newspaper format, self-published and distributed by dissidents. Archival films refer to short 

feature films, while Social network discussion refers to World Wide Web spaces where people 

can discuss their experiences and memories.  

In the next chapter I outline the complexities of the construction of childhoods, and how they 

relate to children’s literature and magazines produced for kindergarten children in the totalitarian 

and post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. It is the first chapter in my thesis to use snippets of the 
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collected data; however following my experiences in the archives, I prefer to call them 

illustrations, memories and artefacts of childhoods. 
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Chapter 5   

Roots of Post-totalitarianism: Constructions of Totalitarian Childhoods 
 

The overall tone of debates emphasizes that childhood is precious, childhood is endangered, 
childhood needs to be protected. Some invisible force seems to threaten childhood – 
childhood as we know it, that is. In this time of accelerated change, childhood appears to turn 
into a site of longing for times when life was (imagined to be) simpler and more predictable. 
I argue that it is a specific childhood that is the focus of debates; the child and childhood, at 
an abstract level, are political and cultural resources. The notion of modern childhood is an 
essential component in the making of governable subjects (Duhn, 2006a, p. 3). 

We live in the historic era of transition of our society to the highest level of development – to 
communism. More and more of our children experience happy childhoods in the 
kindergartens. It is necessary to pursue a resolute, collective education of children in the 
preschool age and to create strong character foundations for a communist society. Workers 
in all areas of preschool education must contribute to this important task (Kindergarten 
guidelines, 1960, p. 3). 

Introduction  

This chapter focuses on the construction of childhoods and the production of childhood 

subjectivities through children’s literature in the totalitarian period of 1950s Czechoslovakia. I 

argue that the texts and stories published in children’s books, newspapers and children’s 

magazines can be seen as fundamental to the production of particular childhoods in totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia in the 1950s and early 1960s, and that they created a foundational framework for 

the post-totalitarian childhoods of the 1970s and 1980s. This chapter works as a Prelude to my 

research on post-totalitarian childhoods in chapters 6, 7 and 8, and it provides an understanding 

of how power relations operated in the post-Prague Spring era. My archival research, as 

discussed in the prior chapter, focuses predominantly on the post-totalitarian era. I also collected 

archival data from the totalitarian era, which joins the debate on totalitarian childhoods, and is 

complimented by other research. 

In this chapter I focus on stories and texts that were written by adults for children, as well as 

on stories allegedly produced by children for children. However, these illustrations of children’s 

voices could have been manufactured, and as I stated in the previous chapter, I will not engage 

with the questions of their authenticity or the truth of their production. The stories and texts that I 

analyse below demonstrate how political rationalities influence the way childhoods are 

constructed, and they outline the foundations of post-totalitarian childhoods. Totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia operated through strict, direct, top-down power relations, denying private and 

emphasizing public childhoods, with minimal space for the child-rebel who subverts the public 

hegemony. Post-totalitarian childhoods were different, as both private and public childhoods, 

including the child-rebel, were tolerated as complex power relations were in place. This chapter 

provides a sense of contrast between the totalitarian process of policing and disciplining 
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children’s ideas of themselves with the post-totalitarian processes, which as I outline in chapters 

6, 7 and 8, used more complex mechanisms. 

I begin this chapter with a brief exploration of the genealogy of childhoods, as I analyse the 

modern and post-modern debates within the sociology of childhoods. These debates form a 

framework within which children’s literature has a strong relationship with the construction of 

childhoods and with the production of childhood subjectivities. This analysis is not intended to 

provide an ultimate account of childhoods and the way they are produced, but rather an 

illustration related to a particular totalitarian era. I argue that the texts and stories identified in 

this chapter not only illustrate the power relations of the totalitarian era, which moulded 

childhoods in the public and private sphere, but also emphasize how collective childhoods were 

produced by governing agencies through the literature to which children were subjected. 

Constructions of Childhood 

My research framework builds on the argument that childhoods are socially constructed and 

invented and produced within governing rationalities. This focus differentiates postmodern and 

sociological views from certain psychological, biological and developmental perspectives. The 

questions of how to define childhoods, what childhoods are and how they are produced have 

been extensively researched from a sociological perspective and as a critique of developmental 

psychology (Burman, 2008; James & James, 2008; James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998; Jenks, 2005). 

An interesting argument is presented by Cunningham (2005), who uses a child’s voice to 

problematize what childhood is. He quotes Zlata, an 11-year-old girl living in Sarajevo during 

the Yugoslavian war conflict, who writes about her childhood in her diary: 

A schoolgirl without a school, without the fun and excitement of school. A child 
without games, without friends, without the sun, without birds, without nature, 
without fruit, without chocolate or sweets, with just a little powdered milk. In short a 
child without a childhood (Filipovic, cited in Cunningham, 2005, p. 1). 

Cunningham’s analysis suggests that Zlata realises that a child living in conditions like hers is 

not living what she considers a real childhood should be. Her perception does not refer simply to 

her biological age, but to the actual moral, material and practical conceptualisations that 

represent, construct and produce childhoods. Zlata ‘knows’ that without chocolate and school 

there is no childhood. What Cunningham argues is that Zlata would consider different factors as 

essential components of childhood if she were living in the 1500s or 1700s, or perhaps in another 

culture or society under a different ideology. Cunningham claims that childhood is a set of 

constantly shifting notions. I utilise this theoretical standpoint of the construction of childhoods 

with James and Prout’s (1997) study that suggests a paradigm of how we should approach 

research concerning childhood: 
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Childhood is understood as a social construction. As such it provides an interpretive 
frame for contextualising the early years of human life. Childhood, as distinct from 
biological immaturity, is neither a natural nor universal feature of human groups but 
appears as a specific structural and cultural component of many societies (p. 8). 

Childhoods are produced within societies and cultures, through many varied technologies, one of 

which is children’s literature. I will now turn to explore the genealogies of constructions of 

childhoods using Stables’ (2008) classification of modern and post-modern approaches to 

understanding genealogies of childhoods. 

The Modern Ethos of Childhood 

Perhaps the most influential, as well as the most contested text that explores the constructions of 

childhoods is Ariès’ (1962) work Centuries of Childhood, where he analyses the history of 

childhoods (or, as Jenks (2005) notes, an archaeology of childhood). Ariès paradoxically argues 

for the non-existence of the concept of childhood in the history of mankind, particularly up to 

(and including) the Middle Ages (James & James, 2008). The conclusions of Ariès’ research are 

drawn from artwork, pictures, texts and photographs of the Western past, where, for example, 

children were not dressed in children’s clothes but as ‘little adults’. Ariès argues that during the 

Middle Ages, for example, no specific clothes were produced for children, as an indicator of the 

minimal societal inclination to mark the difference between childhood and adulthood. Ariès’ 

work is criticised not only because of the constructs that he argued for, but also for the 

methodology he used (James & James, 2008). Furthermore, Ariès’ history of childhood is mainly 

the history of French culture and a collection of local discourses presumed to apply to all 

Western cultures. Stables (2008) states that Ariès’ argument considers childhood as “essentially 

a modern construct” (p. 41). Ariès (1962) claims that children (and childhoods) were invisible 

and that therefore childhoods were invented: 

In medieval [European] society the idea of childhood did not exist; this is not to 
suggest that children were neglected, forsaken or despised. The idea of childhood is 
not to be confused with affection for children: it corresponds to an awareness of the 
particular nature of childhood, that particular nature which distinguishes the child 
from the adult, even the young adult. In medieval society this awareness was lacking. 
That is why, as soon as the child could live without the constant solicitude of his 
mother, his nanny or his cradle-rocker, he belonged to adult society (p. 128).  

The History of Childhood by Lloyd DeMause is another seminal text of the modernist era 

researching childhoods. DeMause (1976) emphasises the cruel, dark and gloomy history of 

European childhoods from a psychoanalytical perspective. For him, the history of childhoods is 

“a nightmare from which we have only recently begun to awaken. The further back in European 

history one goes, the lower the level of child care, and the more likely children are to be killed, 

abandoned, beaten, terrorised, and sexually abused” (p. 1). He argues that recent positive 

changes in the perceptions of childhoods occurred “because of successive generations of parent-
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child interactions” (p. 3), and this ‘evolution’ of parenting contributed to the shift in the 

separation between childhood and adulthood. In an analysis of DeMause’s argument Jenks 

(2005) concludes that “now, for children, there is ‘heaven’ and once there was ‘hell’” (p. 59). 

DeMause’s text was also heavily critiqued, particularly for its argument of the brutality of 

medieval childhoods that have been contested by other researchers (Stables, 2008). 

The Postmodern Ethos of Childhood 

The production of European childhoods was further problematized in recent decades. Postman 

(1994) draws a very gloomy vision of disappearing childhoods. He argues that as the line 

between childhood and adulthood erodes, the end of childhoods can be envisioned in an almost 

apocalyptic sense (Jenks, 2005). Postman (1994) argues that “[f]rom a biological point of view it 

is inconceivable that any culture will forget that it needs to reproduce itself. But it is quite 

possible for a culture to exist without a social idea of children. Unlike infancy, childhood is a 

social artefact, not a biological category” (p. xi). His argument is that conceptions of childhood, 

schooling and education were impacted by the development of the print culture. The importance 

of reading is thus the key component in the invention of childhood as it “creates private space 

and individuality” (Stables, 2008, p. 45), whilst in the past most activities were done in public. 

The visual media then causes another shift that shapes childhoods. Postman (1994) argues that 

… in a literature world to be an adult implies having access to cultural secrets 
codified in unnatural symbols. In a literature world children must become adults. But 
in a non-literature world there is no need to distinguish sharply between the child and 
the adult, for there are few secrets (p. 13, emphasis in original). 

Postman notes the modern prevalence of adult themes in children’s literature and programmes, 

the disappearance of children’s movies, games and clothes, and the exploitation of children’s 

sexuality as sites where the erosion of childhoods occurred in the 20th century. However, the 

major blame for the disappearance of the boundaries between childhood and adulthood is 

television, which put an end to the ‘good and innocent’ years of childhood of 1850-1950. 

Postman (1994) is concerned with visual media’s “undifferentiated accessibility” (p. 80) as 

watching television does not need to be learnt, and he claims that it is neither challenging nor 

demanding. His argument is simple: without learning there are no secrets, and “without secrets, 

of course, there can be no such thing as childhood” (p. 80). Stables (2008) and Buckingham 

(2000) problematize Postman’s argument and question if the notion of ‘disappearing childhood’ 

can be transferred into the age of multimedia and the internet. Buckingham (2000) argues that 

Postman’s analyses concerning television are extremely one-dimensional, and that those about 

literacy are very problematic. For Buckingham, childhoods are now produced in a dramatically 

different world from the late 20th century. He agrees that childhood is a socially constructed 

concept negotiated within discourses, and notes that constructs of childhood and adulthood are 
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both “shifting terms” (p. 7). Buckingham disputes Postman’s claims that the new media such as 

television ‘lacks secrets’ and that they only produce passive and consumerist childhood 

subjectivities. In addition Buckingham (2000) recognizes, as do others (see Rose, 1999), that 

childhoods are extremely governed:  

The attempt to exclude children applies most obviously to the domains of violence 
and sexuality, of the economy and politics. And the significance of the electronic 
media in this context is, of course, that they provide one of the primary sources of 
knowledge about these things. Both in relation to the media, and in these other social 
domains, this leads to a situation in which the fundamental dilemmas are seen to be 
those of access and control (p. 15).  

What the above and current discourses suggest is that childhood is a contested area of research. 

Jones (2009) addresses recent shifts in conceptions of childhoods as visible and manifested in 

government policies, and then subsequently in the ways that adults treat children in the 

educational or medical institutions. The concern that childhood is in crisis is also problematized 

by Scraton (1997). He responds to the problem by arguing that adults tend to ‘lie to themselves’, 

as they use their power-position to produce and support children’s rights to create what they 

consider to be the ‘best’ policies to protect ‘ideals’ of childhoods. Scraton claims that it is critical 

this ‘self-lie’ is exposed, and publicly debated. Similarly, Cassidy (2007) argues that it is not that 

children and adults are different and opposed to each other, but that “until now” (p. 182, 

emphasis in original) public discourse emphasised such a difference. She argues for the 

importance of children becoming political and participating citizens, whose childhoods, as 

Hartas (2008) concludes in her research, are manifested “in many sizes and colours” (p. 178). 

Duhn’s (2006a) claim that “the modern child has been shaped by political rationalities that 

emphasise the child’s potential as resource” (p. ii) shape this theoretical standpoint of 

constructions of childhoods, as I now return to Jenks (2005) who merges the ideas of powerful 

and powerless childhoods: 

Childhood becomes an interesting metaphor for a post-structuralist, post-modern 
identity at both an analytic and concrete level. Analytically children have become, 
through our burgeoning contemporary studies, a way in which we explore missing, 
unexpressed and disempowered aspects of ourselves. Concretely children are seen to 
present with an increasing intensity of ‘challenging behaviour’ and adult populations 
respond with increasingly complex and penetrating means of control, all conducted 
through an ideology of care (p. 150). 

The shifts in understanding childhoods as a social construct in Western culture are produced 

within particular government rationalities. These ideas open up spaces to research childhoods as 

politically produced, within ideological sites (Bloch & Popkewitz, 2000; Cannella & Viruru, 

2004; Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998). The above analyses exemplify the framework I use to 

analyse the production of totalitarian childhoods, and they contextualize my point of entry into 

how government agencies produce totalitarian childhoods through children’s literature, that I 
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now turn to. These totalitarian childhoods embedded in a top down model of indoctrination that 

disregards private childhoods and minimizes the potential for child-rebellion are a prelude to the 

complex post-totalitarian power relations that I analyse in chapters 6, 7 and 8.  

Potatoes and Childhoods 

In totalitarian Czechoslovakia the production of childhoods through children’s literature is 

intrinsically linked with the adult world. Childhoods were targeted in the totalitarian society and 

culture as part of the propaganda of governing agencies, and were produced in public spaces 

such as schools, fields, factories and Pioneer clubs. When the outbreak of the beetle epidemic 

started in potato fields in the 1950s, it became a political and educational issue that was 

addressed at all levels of society. Potatoes were an essential element of the Czechoslovak 

kitchen, industry and culture, and by 1952 Czechoslovakia had become the 7th largest producer 

of potatoes in the world, and ranked second in the world for potato consumption per capita 

(Medriczky, 1954). In the midst of this farming success, a threat besieged the potato industry. It 

was a pest: a stripy yellowish Colorado potato beetle, labelled by governing agencies as the 

‘American Beetle’. Czechoslovakia had remained sheltered from this pest until the 1950s, by 

which time the beetle and its larvae had already aggressively attacked potato plants and 

destroyed crops in countries such as France and Germany. With the higher demand for potatoes 

during World War II, and the increase of transportation of food products in the globalising 

Europe, infestations of the American Beetle spread quickly in the 1950s. The infestation became 

politicised and all of Czechoslovakia, including children, was engaged in the fight to stop this 

pest. Similar campaigns against the American Beetle took place in Poland (in Polish: Kolorowy 

dywersant i wróg) and East Germany (in Geman: Amikäfer). As Macura (2008) states, it was not 

a coincidence that the propaganda around the American Beetle, that was portrayed as a 

gluttonous, greedy insect, appeared around the time of the Korean War conflict. 

The government agencies issued guidance about how to deal with areas infected with this 

pest, and outlined a complex process of reporting it to the local council, together with the 

provision of evidence in the form of a bug or infected plant (Formánková, 2008). This evidence 

was forwarded to a specialised government branch, which sought verification from the 

agricultural committee. If the presence of the pest was confirmed, the farm raised warning signs 

about the infestation, and restrictions on the transportation of goods were imposed. If an 

outbreak was considered to be mild, children from the local area were sent to the farm to pick up 

beetles and larvae, and to kill them by drowning them in a jar of kerosene. In the case of serious, 

widespread infestations, adults and the militia were called in to provide support. In the 1950s the 

Czechoslovak government published a manifesto, which appeared on the front page of 

newspapers, declaring that this pest had been found in most of the farms close to the borders 

with Western Germany and Austria. The manifesto stated that “the dangerous pest has been 



86 

artificially introduced, purposely, through the winds and clouds, by Western imperialists and 

secret agents” and that governing agencies would make sure that the working class responds with 

“a total, mass fight against the beetle” (Sokol, 2009, p. 3, my translation). This meant that the 

whole nation including children was asked to defend Czechoslovakia against this ‘invasion’. The 

stories of the American Beetle thus constructed childhoods; and childhood subjectivities were 

produced through flyers, pamphlets, children’s literature and motion pictures about this threat. 

 

 
Picture 5. “We will not surrender”: children with kerosene bottles call for “all to join in the fight against 
the potato pest” (Sekora, 1950, p. 12, my translation).  

 

Children and youth were actively engaged in the campaign against the American Beetle: it was 

requested (and expected) of them to conduct search parties and engage in the subsequent 

cleaning of the fields. Entire classes were sent to farms under the leadership of their teachers, as 

“all levels of schools and educational institutions, all children and teachers, were introduced to 

the potato beetle and to all stages of its development. Posters have been placed in every school” 

(Formánková, 2008, p. 28, my translation). Soon after the printed media started to report on the 

pest, a special short film on the American Beetle was produced for cinemas to be screened before 

the movies. The story reported on the progress of the fight against the pest and on how factories, 

businesses and schools were involved in the collective effort to eliminate it. This short film 
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depicts a father walking through the village with his son, holding hands. Suddenly, they spot 

something on the ground. The father tells the son: “This is it. An American Beetle. The newest 

criminal tool of American barbarism”. In the later part of the clip, adults are walking with groups 

of children in the potato fields picking up beetles. The narrator’s voice shivers with pride as he 

announces that “even in the West they should know by now that in our country it is not far from 

words to actions. All of us – first and foremost the young, young Pioneers - we all have begun 

fighting” (Archival film, 2008a). Children were expected to engage in this campaign both 

privately and publicly. 

Teachers shared the latest news on the fight against the beetle with children to provide 

ideological support in the task, as instructed by the government agencies. Then they went 

together into the fields, picking up beetles and larvae, and dropping them into bottles filled with 

kerosene tied around their waists. After the search, children reported to the local government 

office where they handed in the dead American Beetles. The celebration was complete with the 

honouring of the most effective search parties, rewarding them with pens or balls (Formánková, 

2008). This notion was emphasised in a children’s book by Ondřej Sekora which graphically 

portrays happy children with kerosene bottles, holding a banner stating: “We will not surrender” 

(Sekora, 1950, p. 12, see picture 5). The stories of children picking up and killing American 

Beetles in the potato fields were published in the children’s magazine Wild Thyme (Mateřídouška 

in original), as I analyse below. 

Pioneers and American Beetles 

Organised institutions like Pioneers and Little Sparks were spaces where children were 

encouraged to have an unquestioning trust and belief in the system and its fundamental 

framework. The establishment of these centralised children’s institutions with clear political 

backgrounds demonstrates how the totalitarian system focused on childhoods and on the 

production of political childhood subjectivities, and I will return to them in more detail in 

chapter 7. In this section I draw on Formánková’s research on totalitarian propaganda aimed at 

children and some of the documents she and other historians uncovered. Through Formánková’s 

exploration of totalitarian ideology and its engagement with children, I analyse how childhoods 

were constructed from an early age, through literature and texts, in the totalitarian hunt for the 

American Beetle, and the nature of the subjectivities it produced. I use my own archival research 

to extend the current debate on Czechoslovak totalitarian childhoods.  

Guided by a direct initiative from government agencies, reports of propaganda about 

American Beetles and the engagement of children within it continued to appear in the daily 

newspapers, children’s books and stories. Formánková (2008) identified a story Fight against the 

enemy! published in a newspaper in which a boy Vašík finds an American Beetle in a field. He is 

described and praised as a good child who knows what to do: to report the pest to the chairman 
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of the local government agency. The chairman does not hesitate and passes the decision that all 

children should search for and destroy the American Beetles. Similar reports of Pioneers 

searching through the fields were regularly published, where children were described as active 

and ready to respond to this communal threat. In another story, the end of the school year 

celebration was interrupted as the chairman of the local government came to talk about the threat 

of the American Beetle in the fields near the village. Both younger and older children stopped 

the party and joined the search, as the story emphasizes children’s sense of duty. The text shapes 

children as a collective mass, focused on collective work as more important than individual 

feelings and desires. The story ends with how the Pioneers went on to volunteer in the nearby 

village to “support the farmers with the fight against the potato beetle – the American Beetle!” 

(Formánková, 2008, p. 32, my translation).  

 

         
      Picture 6. Children search and report the larvae of the American Beetles (Sekora, 1950, p. 9). 

Protecting the Childhoods 

To analyse how childhood subjectivities were produced in totalitarian Czechoslovakia, it is 

important to explore what constituted childhoods and how children themselves understood 
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childhoods, as it was portrayed in the children’s literature. Formánková (2008) identified a poem 

that was published by an 11-year-old boy Stanislav Oubram in the totalitarian children’s 

magazine for school children Little Fire (Ohníček in original). The poem describes a beautiful 

day on the field, spoilt by the invasion of the American Beetles. Through Little Fire, Stanislav 

tells a story about childhoods: “Oh dear sirs, you are mistaken; you do not know our people; we 

are going forward together; and that is what confuses you. Red scarves will shine; between that 

green, and busy hands are picking up your mess” (Oubram, cited in Formánková, 2008, p. 33, 

my translation). This poem addressed not only Western capitalists but targets Stanislav’s peers, 

other children. Stanislav’s voice presented an idea of what childhoods were and how they should 

look in totalitarian Czechoslovakia. Regardless of whether it is ‘really’ his voice or not, his poem 

was published as the ‘voice of childhood’ and therefore produced a certain discourse. This 

discourse in turn formed subjectivities bound by the force of a collective youth, and common 

ideas such as that work will bring redemption from threats. The important notion was that as 

long as communist Czechoslovakia prevailed, happy childhoods were a deserved reward for the 

hard work. And children themselves were willing to take the necessary action to make that 

happen.  

In my archival research of totalitarian Czechoslovakia I focused on the graphic stories 

published in the preschool magazine Wild Thyme, which also produced important illustrations of 

how childhoods were expected to look. The last page of Wild Thyme was devoted to the 

adventures of ‘Ferda the Ant’, a famous cartoon ant character, and how he engaged in political 

and societal concerns. The series was called Adventures of young Ferda the Ant. In one such 

colourful cartoon story, Ferda encounters American Beetles (Wild Thyme, 1950i). As he spots 

them, Ferda gathers his comrade-ants. He suggests beating the American Beetles up so it is 

easier for children to collect them. Ferda calls on the children and leads them to the injured 

American Beetles, where children pick them up and drop them into their kerosene jars. In the 

final scene, the children put American flags into the jars filled with dead American Beetles, 

while Ferda sings the final victory lines: “They are already in the bottle, already dead. They have 

fallen under the flag of their masters” (Wild Thyme, 1950i, p. 18). 

Many other similar texts and stories followed. Ondřej Sekora, the author of ‘Ferda the Ant’, 

wrote a children’s book about American Beetles that was heavily promoted and widely 

distributed. This illustrated book for young children showed childhoods as filled with devotion 

and support for the country in the fight against the American Beetle. The story was titled About a 

bad potato beetle: About an American Beetle, that wanted to eat from our plates (Sekora, 1950), 

and had 120,000 copies published by The State Publishing House for Children’s Literature, in 

which Sekora was in a leading position, as identified by researchers of Sekora’s work (Sokol, 

2009; Stehlíková, Sekora, & Vařejková, 2003). From 1949 onwards this institution held a 
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monopoly on what was published for children, and what was not. Only books with particular 

themes were allowed to be published or otherwise faced censorship (Kaplan & Tomášek, 1994). 

This was enforced for all domestic as well as for foreign, translated literature, where censorship 

took place in the form of publishing an adapted version of the book, as for example Defoe’s 

Robinson Crusoe was published in 1953 as ‘adapted by J.V. Pleva’ after all parts of the book 

referring to any spiritual beliefs had been removed. 

 

                   
Picture 7. About a bad potato beetle: About an American Beetle, that wanted to eat from our plates 
(Sekora, 1950, p. 1). 

 

Sekora’s (1950) book about the American Beetle was beautifully illustrated (see pictures 5, 6 

and 7) and its language was very straightforward. In his book, the American Beetle invades the 

country not only to attack the fields, but also children’s homes, to eat off children’s plates, and to 

destroy their happy childhoods. The message conveyed is that not only the fields needed to be 

protected; but the childhoods themselves, in their homes, and at the dining table. This book 
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provided clear guidance on how to act and proceed, and used a collective ‘we’. We must do, we 

will fight, and we will prevail. The book contained detailed and magnified pictures of both eggs 

and larvae, so children were educated on how to recognize various forms of the American 

Beetle, and on how to search, spot and report this enemy. Childhoods were constructed by the 

knowledge imparted about how to report these foreign, strange elements to government agencies. 

The story advised children to find an adult and seek support: “Children will not miss a single 

leaf. They will find every spot where larvae sit. Children will collect every beetle and put it into 

the bottle. They will report and signpost every infected spot” (p. 9, my translation). At the end of 

the book childhoods are rescued and assured - do not worry, your plates will be saved, as long as 

“we extinguish the last potato bug” (p. 11, my translation). So the purpose was not to prevent 

infestations of American Beetles or to have them under control, but to make sure that the pest is 

fully eradicated. Children were told that the whole world would not only agree with this, but that 

it would be celebrating, as the “last enemies of peace will also be extinct” (p. 11, my translation). 

The accompanying picture featured a full plate of saved potatoes, and an American Beetle 

pinned inside a box with a warplane painted in the colours of the USA flag at a 1:1 ratio with the 

American Beetle. 

Childhood subjectivities are produced as children learn about their own childhoods; about 

how to act and how to behave. Wild Thyme also published children’s letters in the form of 

educational fairy tale stories about their experiences. One of them outlines how children were 

protecting sunflowers in the field from pests and enemies (Wild Thyme, 1950b). Children’s 

literature created expectations about how childhoods should look, and through examples of 

heroes such as Ferda the Ant, it aimed to produce children who were expected to think about 

themselves as loyal, supportive and knowledgeable young citizens, who understand what 

constitutes good and bad with respect to the country’s interests, and who are willing to act upon 

these understandings. To further illustrate how childhood subjectivities were produced in 

totalitarian Czechoslovakia, I now turn to the political trials in the early 1950s. 

Voices of Childhoods in Political Trials 

The totalitarian era was remembered as a dark and cruel time in the history of Czechoslovakia. It 

is considered to have been an era of monstrous deeds, in which puppet trials were conducted to 

deal with the political opposition, businessmen and others who resisted or just did not fit the 

profile of the Communist Party (Ivanov, 1991). The allegations they faced were for crimes such 

as espionage, plotting a coup against the country and supporting the Western imperialists. 

Governing agencies conducted public trials and broadcast them on the radio. In perhaps the 

largest trial, and the one most comprehensively covered by the media, thirteen accused were 

collectively judged. Four of them were executed and the rest received long sentences that sent 

them to prison for decades. Much has been written about this trial, and what it represented in the 
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totalitarian political environment (Formánková & Koura, 2008; Ivanov, 1991; Kaplan, 1995). 

The literature analysed trials as a demonstration of political power, to ascertain the Communist 

Party as a leading force in the country, and to attempt to follow the example of the Stalinist 

Soviet Union in establishing its ideology. It also sent a clear message to the citizens about what 

could happen if they disagreed, privately or publicly, with the establishment. The accused were 

regularly beaten, tortured and kept in inhumane conditions before the trial, while they were 

threatened with abuse to their families, in order to make them sign an agreement with often 

absurd charges. One Hungarian dissident described the era of the 1950s and his experiences with 

prisons: 

The difference between the Communist secret police and the Nazis - I am one of the 
happy few who have experience of both – isn’t a question of their respective levels of 
brutality and cruelty. The torture chamber in a Nazi jail is the same as one in a 
Communistic jail. The difference is elsewhere. If the Nazis arrested you as a political 
dissident, in general what they wanted to know was what your activities were, who 
your friends were, what your intentions were, etc. The Communists never bothered 
with all that. They already knew when they arrested you what sort of confession you 
were going to sign. But you yourself did not. I had no idea I was going to become an 
“American spy”! (Courtois & Kramer, 1999, p. 418). 

Similarly to the campaign against the American Beetle, there was a clear focus on childhoods 

and education during these trials. Government agencies instructed teachers to talk to children 

about the “grand-betrayal behaviour of the marauders” (Formánková, 2007b, p. 28, my 

translation) that faced trial. Teachers in schools were also advised to “organize essay writing 

classes on the topic of ‘Betrayers of our country’”, and to guide children to focus on the “rotten 

character of the accused” (p. 28, my translation). The trials were broadcast on school radio, and 

teachers then gave short lectures to explain and emphasize their importance, describing the 

accused as warmongering, bloodthirsty monsters who wanted to destroy peaceful childhoods. 

Teachers also checked with children how their parents were talking about the trials at home. 

Children then cut and pasted newspaper articles and pictures about the trials on school boards, 

and the feeling of the era was summarized in a short film shown in cinemas, which sent a clear 

message that the working class dealt with traitors to the country in the same way as they dealt 

with the American Beetle (Archival film, 2008a; Formánková, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Formánková 

& Koura, 2008).  

Children were also targeted through children’s magazines, where articles told stories about 

the accused, about why they were trialled, and emphasised their deviant values, as opposed to 

those of the working class. These stories were published alongside texts, pictures and articles 

about notions of peace and fairy tales. Formánková (2007) reproduced the following excerpt 

from the children’s magazine Pioneer (Pionýr in original), which illustrates how childhoods 

were produced through texts, using colourful, imaginative, metaphoric language. Childhood 
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itself was under threat, as the accused were represented as able to contaminate the ideas that 

constituted totalitarian childhoods - peace, work, progress: 

[The accused] worked their whole life against the people, and therefore now they 
have been kicked out to the rubbish bin, labelled history. From the mud of this bin 
they attempted to come back to power and fame through acts of treason against our 
country, murder and nuclear war. Only with the strongest disgust is it possible to 
look at their faces, inscribed with a deep hatred of our democratic country and its 
people. As some kind of a sneaky, treacherous octopus, that fears the light, afraid of 
seeing its own repulsiveness, these wrecks attempted to attack our progress and our 
structures (Pionýr, cited in Formánková, 2007b, p. 28, my translation). 

Children were not only the recipients of these texts, but according to the governing agencies 

children’s voices actively participated in the trials and called for capital punishment of the 

accused. The court received many resolutions from the public, demanding that the accused be 

sentenced, some of them signed by entire factories and businesses and others were collective 

letters written by school classes (see picture 8). It is, however, important to note that other letters 

were also received by the court, some even from abroad, calling for mercy for the accused 

(Formánková, 2008). As I analysed in chapter 4, I am not concerned whether the children’s 

letters were really written by children, or whether children in fact believed in the accused’s guilt, 

or even how much teachers or other agencies are represented in these letters. The authenticity of 

these archival documents is no longer relevant if I consider these children’s voices as a 

discursive construct. These letters are an important part of the totalitarian discourse, as they were 

published and used as representative of ‘true’ and ‘real’ childhoods, and therefore produced a 

reality of how children were encouraged to think about themselves as citizens within their own 

childhoods. For example, in one such letter children were outraged and used revolutionary 

language in their request for action. The children demanded the strictest punishment for the 

accused, and in return, just like workers in the factories, they made a promise: “The children of 

the accused will be crying for sure, that they have parents who are digging graves for them, and 

for us all. But we, children, pledge that we will not let our country be overthrown and we will 

report every suspicious person” (Formánková, 2007b, p. 28, my translation). 

Some of these letters were publicly read at the trial. Children listened to these stories about 

how their childhoods should look and how they should behave on the school radios. In another 

letter children expressed their thanks to the state police for their vigilance and protection. The 

children then made a pledge that in their childhoods they would raise their vigilance as they 

become young guardians of the country (Formánková, 2007b). All children signed these letters 

as individuals. However, there was no space for an individual voice in totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia, and in these letters all children had only one, collective voice. This voice called 

for the protection of their childhoods by the state police and militia, and it demanded that 

childhoods be peaceful, full of progress and happy futures. These letters demanded that this 
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image of childhood be maintained and protected. Childhoods were allegedly threatened by the 

accused, and produced vocal, actively protesting children, who requested strict punishment for 

the accused. 

 

    
Picture 8. Children’s signatures on the collective letter arguing for the strictest punishment for the 
accused. In return children promise to be more vigilant as guardians of their homeland (the letter cited in 
Formánková, 2007b, p. 29). 

Children’s Magazines and the Concept of ‘Work’ 

The importance of work was strongly emphasized in the totalitarian schooling system. Instead of 

‘Hello’ or ‘Good day’, the phrase ‘Honour the work’ was used in work places and schools. It 

meant that a child was honouring the work of the comrade teacher; and the comrade teacher was 

then honouring the work, the learning, of a child. Work was an individual necessity and a public 

requirement, as every citizen was employed. However, this greeting was not supposed to be used 



95 

in situations that would give the notion of work negative connotations – for example in the pub 

or in public bathrooms (Macura, 2008). In addition, work was also celebrated as a concept, every 

year on May Day. Slogans utilised the concept of ‘work’ and were promoted by government 

agencies, as they supported government policies while nurturing a hatred of Western countries. 

One of the slogans was ‘he who stands on the pavement supports America’, which meant that in 

order to be considered ‘good’ everyone should be busy working to support the country, whether 

in a factory or in a school. We, post-totalitarian children, also used the greeting ’Honour the 

work’ in schools and were discouraged from using it in public, on the streets. In the post-

totalitarian society this represented the widening divide between the public and private life. 

In totalitarian Czechoslovakia, children and their childhoods were celebrated through the 

notion of work. Every school, factory, every business had a plan that was not only supposed to 

be met, but to be exceeded with extra production and profit. Education operated on the same 

principles as factories, and as I document in the letter below, these sites shared a collective style 

of goal planning. Childhoods in totalitarian Czechoslovakia were produced through a promise, as 

portrayed in the children’s collective letter addressed to the President of Czechoslovakia in 1953 

(collected with many other letters and speeches by a researcher Kodym): 

Dear Mr. President, we often talk and remember your work for our dear country with 
our comrade school principal. We want you to like our classroom, so we have 
arranged it with flowers. Watering of flowers and keeping the classroom in order and 
clean is the job of selected children. We have started our pupil organisation. We are 
learning based on plans that we have established. We like going to school and are 
very excited about learning. Before Your birthday we had a week of ‘excellent 
work’. However, it did not end up as good as we were expecting. Therefore we, 
schoolchildren, decided that we will repeat the week of ‘an excellent work’. All of us 
are trying hard so our results will be better than last time. We were competing in the 
following categories: More time spent learning 97%; Obedience of school rules 97%; 
Changing shoes at school 100%; Coming to school early 92%; Cleanliness of the 
classroom 100%; And overall fulfilment of our plan 97,5%. Dear Mr. President, we 
hope that you will like our sincere attempt to improve. We wish you, Mr. President, 
that you will be healthy for a long time and that you can further work for the benefit 
of all of us (Kodym, 1999, pp. 57-58, my translation).  

These voices produced childhood subjectivities representing a unified power in their promise to 

the governing agencies of better learning and greater obedience. As for the adults in the factories 

and businesses, the celebrated goal in childhoods is not just to meet the work plan, but also to 

exceed it. Teachers played a critical role in this incorporation of work into totalitarian 

childhoods, educated and guided by the pedagogy of Soviet educator Makarenko (1953b). 

Makarenko established working colonies in the Soviet Union before World War II to re-educate 

young children and delinquents. He developed the concepts of productive labour that led to the 

formation of the self and of an understanding of the importance of the collective and its power 

over the individual, including through peer pressure. These were the philosophical underpinnings 
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of the educational system in Czechoslovakia in the 1950s, which schools invited parents to learn 

about through lectures on Makarenko’s techniques of teaching and nurturing children. 

 

 
Picture 9. Ferda the Ant builds the ‘School of Work’ (Wild Thyme, 1949a, p. 80). 

 

In my archival work children’s magazines were also a critical disseminator of the concept of 

‘work’ in childhoods. Wild Thyme published the graphic story about Ferda the Ant, where he was 

“disgusted by laziness” (Wild Thyme, 1948, p. 46). Ferda made statements such as “every 

sleeper is a crook” (p. 46) as animals and bugs hibernated for the winter. Ferda informs children 

about the purpose of work, as he narrates that it “will bring us happiness, to that, children, I want 

to lead you” (p. 46). Ferda also explored work in another story published as Ferda the Ant works 

for the Five-year plan. In this story Ferda reads the newspaper, which outlines a Five-year 
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building plan, and he thrillingly yells: “New life is calling us” (Wild Thyme, 1949a, p. 80). 

Inspired by what he has read about, Ferda gathers fellow ants and excitedly tells them: “Ants, 

what are you doing? Do you want to be ashamed?” (p. 80). And all ants join in with the 

construction of a building with the statement “We will work hard, we are not just for having fun” 

(p. 80). Ferda reveals the plan that "we will work all together, we will build a new school” (p. 

80). And soon well dressed, bourgeois-looking bugs and beetles, smoking and fat, that represent 

the non-working class citizens, enter the building titled: ‘School of work’. Ferda claims that in 

the ‘School of Work’ “we change, re-educate and re-train everyone” (p. 80). And, in the last 

panel of the story the same bugs that entered the school as ‘rebellious’ individuals, leave wearing 

working class uniforms, carrying shovels and picks, ready to work. Ferda states with satisfaction 

that “then they will be proud like us, and united as us, ants” (p. 80, see picture 9).  

In the stories published in the children’s magazines, work was truly esteemed above all else. 

Ferda the Ant also emphasized the importance of meeting and planning for work, before the 

work itself commenced (Wild Thyme, 1950j). In another graphic novel bugs and beetles come to 

see their teacher with souvenirs of their holiday break: one carries a flower, another a strawberry, 

another a painting. Ferda the Ant brings just a simple note stating that he has volunteered as a 

worker for 35 days, and the teacher writes his name on the blackboard as the winner (Wild 

Thyme, 1949b). In another issue of Wild Thyme children were asked to be the editorial board. 

Throughout the journal, comments appeared about how the children’s editorial board had 

enjoyed individual articles and why they thought they should be published. For example, 

children approved the story in which a father told his daughter when she wanted to go to work 

with her mother: “Your work - is your kindergarten … Listen and obey your teacher Zinajda 

Fjodorovna, to eat well and play – that is your work” (Wild Thyme, 1951a, p. 127). Underneath 

the story is a statement from the children’s editorial board saying that they approved this story as 

it tells a tale about children’s understanding of work. 

The concept of work was also the subject of poems. One of them was published in Wild 

Thyme, about a young boy in an accompanying picture sitting on a hill and admiring the factory 

in the valley below. The boy wishes that he was in the factory, producing the best goods. He 

dreams about leaving work after his shift, and others telling him ‘Honour the work’ (Wild 

Thyme, 1950m). In another poem the child makes a promise to be like his dad, and to work as 

hard as three men, to make his dad and the country proud (Wild Thyme, 1950a). Wild Thyme 

also states what constitutes a good childhood, by featuring a poem on its front page: “If a boy 

likes to work, if he likes to learn, then I can write that he is a very good boy” (Wild Thyme, 

1950e, p. 67). 

The government agencies were concerned with children, not only with adults, and with the 

way they were positioned towards ideas that constructed the totalitarian reality. The constructs of 



98 

childhoods in totalitarian Czechoslovakia were tightly bound with the concept of work. 

Childhoods were produced based on the unifying notions of making ‘them’ into ‘us’, as 

portrayed in the stories above. Perhaps the most pertinent illustration of childhoods was Ferda 

the Ant, as he sent all ‘ununiformed’ bugs and beetles to the School of Work. It was education 

that had the power to reform everyone, no matter where they came from, to work for the 

common goal of benefitting the country, government agencies and the working class, both in the 

public and private spheres of life. This changed in the post-totalitarian era, as I analyse in 

chapters 6, 7 and 8, where the distinction between public and private is clearly set. 

The Child Jesus and Grandpa Frost 

As this chapter is a prelude to the complex post-totalitarian complex power relations, I will now 

demonstrate the top-down, direct indoctrination of children in public and private spaces. Another 

example of how childhoods were produced in totalitarian Czechoslovakia, through direct 

changes made by governing agencies to the way children should celebrate and experience 

Christmas, further demonstrates this indoctrination. Traditionally, children had found presents 

under the Christmas tree on the evening of the 24th December, believing that the Child Jesus had 

brought them. In the days before Christmas, children had written letters to him requesting certain 

presents and gifts, and followed other Christian traditions (Koura & Kourová, 2010). However, 

how childhoods should be experienced in the festive Christmas season shifted as a result of 

government rationalities in the 1950s. At first the Christmas theme began to disappear from 

children’s magazines and stories, as celebrations of Stalin’s birthday took over. For example, the 

1951 December issue of Wild Thyme had a portrait of Stalin on the cover, instead of traditional 

festive motives. Throughout the following year portraits of other leaders appeared on the cover. 

It was Stalin again, then the president of Czechoslovakia and the Minister of Education (see 

picture 10). When the Czechoslovakian president died, his black and white picture was depicted, 

accompanied by a poem that started with “it is like our father died” (Wild Thyme, 1953c, p. 

170). A similar issue of Wild Thyme was produced when Stalin died; thus the political figures 

became the essential images that childhoods were exposed to, as the Christian tradition of 

Christmas did not fit with the communist ideology. 

The government agencies introduced a new figure, Grandpa Frost, and simultaneously 

abolished the Child Jesus. Grandpa Frost was the Soviet character that brought children presents, 

and he approached the children directly, unlike the Child Jesus who never appeared in person. In 

the 1950s a massive campaign took place denying the existence of the Child Jesus. Government 

agencies went to great lengths to explain that parents and children in fact buy all presents and 

place them under the Christmas tree. This shift in the conception of Christmas also led to the 

replacement of religious figures in the Passion plays with working class heroes such as miners, 

militia and farmers. 
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Children’s literature incorporated these notions into stories and fairy tales. For example, in the 

children’s book Christmas Eve a young girl Bibinka Rozmazalova (whose last name could be 

translated as ‘Spoilt’), from a rich family, believed in the Child Jesus, while the children of 

Michalek’s working class family ‘knew’ that the Child Jesus does not exist and that they had to 

buy presents for their parents themselves (Sekora, 1951). However, Bibinka did not know that 

her parents buy the presents and decorate the Christmas tree, so she was still writing letters to the 

Child Jesus. She was very excited about what she had wished for her parents, and shared it with 

everyone. However, her parents did not find any of the presents she had asked for under the 

Christmas tree, and even her own mum referred to her as “a stupid goose!” (p. 47, my 

translation). However, Michalek’s children helped Bibinka and in the next year she bought 

presents for her parents instead of relying on Child Jesus. Similar stories were also published in 

children’s magazines (Wild Thyme, 1950h). 

Children’s magazines published poetry and articles that produced children who were 

supposed to believe in Grandpa Frost and not the Child Jesus. Grandpa Frost was the subject of a 

poem where it was emphasised that he came from the far away land that is “close to our heart” 

and “from all Soviet children he gives regards” (Wild Thyme, 1953d, p. 76). In other tales, 

graphic stories and poems children learnt that when Grandpa Frost visits schools or 

kindergartens it was not him, he was not ‘real’, but it was an adult dressed up as Grandpa Frost 

(Wild Thyme, 1953a, 1953b). In the poem Generous Jirka, a boy, Jirka, thought carefully about 

what he should give his parents for Christmas. First he contemplated a doll for mum and a 

scooter for dad, but then he got a vase for his mother and a book by Lenin for his father since he 

“… reads every day before he falls asleep” (Wild Thyme, 1950l, p. 104).  

The notion of Grandpa Frost was pushed by the governing agencies, and had a direct impact 

on the production of childhoods, as it was also implemented into the teaching and life of the 

kindergartens (Kindergarten chronicle, 1945-1991). Even the President’s Christmas Eve radio 

speech in 1952 was devoted to this subject. Children were supposed to learn from it how 

childhoods used to be, and how happy childhoods are therefore supposed to look now. The 

President stated: 

I would like today in my Christmas message to focus on those who are most drawn 
to Christmas trees on Christmas Eve – to our children and youth. You, who are 
growing up, may not recognize how much has been changing in our country in the 
last couple of years. Even the legendary festival of Christmas is not without change 
… The Child Jesus, lying in the stable on the hay next to a cow and a donkey, and 
above it all the shiny star of Bethlehem – those are all symbols of the old Christmas. 
Why? They were supposed to remind the working class and poor people that they 
belong to the stable. ... Therefore during capitalist times, when rich people ruled and 
only the poor were working in our country, the working class people were indeed 
living in the stables and children were even born there. But times have changed. A 
lot has changed. Child Jesus is grown up now and is much older; he has grown a 
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beard and become Grandpa Frost. He is not naked and shabby anymore, he is nicely 
dressed in a sheepskin and a coat (Archival film, 2008b, my translation). 

The fable of the metamorphosis of the Child Jesus into Grandpa Frost was supposed to shift 

childhoods further away from the Church and religion. Children’s magazines actively guided 

how the implementation of these changes were to be absorbed into childhoods, as articles guided 

children to make a Soviet type of Christmas tree in the schools and kindergartens, and to 

rehearse and perform plays about Grandpa Frost. Children were encouraged to write letters to 

the editors of the magazine about their experiences, about how their play went and what they had 

learnt. Childhoods were forcefully altered through top-down power, and children’s literature 

acted as an indispensable way to disseminate this change in the production of childhood 

subjectivities in totalitarian Czechoslovakia. 

 

                                  
           Picture 10. Stalin on the cover of the children’s magazine Wild Thyme (1952, p. 1). 

Happiness in Childhoods 

Childhoods in totalitarian Czechoslovakia were also produced by contrasting stories with those 

of the allegedly not so happy and fortunate childhoods of Western countries. In the texts and 

stories, childhoods in Czechoslovakia were portrayed as happy, peaceful, full of admiration and 

love for work, while childhoods in capitalist countries were portrayed as exposed to forced, hard 

labour and suffering. The stories educated children about a divided, black and white view of the 

world. The following letter, with the introduction by the editors, was published in Wild Thyme in 
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1950, and with its strong emotional appeal it made clear who should be blamed for the 

production of unhappy childhoods in Italy: 

Not yet do all children celebrate Christmas and New Year the way we, Soviet 
children, or children from the countries with a people democracy do. There are still 
some countries, where workers and farmers do not rule, but where ‘sirs’ rule. In 
Italy, American ‘sirs’ rule. They are making a lot of money – and Italian workers and 
their children live in despair and hunger. This is a picture of Christmas for 14-year-
old Diminico Masari, who has written to us: 

... last year I finished 5th grade at school. My father is a poor worker, and has been 
unemployed for two years. Therefore I went to work to support the family. In our 
country ‘sirs’ employ a child rather than an adult worker because they can pay them 
less. I work in the joinery and I earn 1000 lires per week. However I fell the other 
day and I broke my arm. Then a car, full of drunken American soldiers, hit me and 
they broke my leg. I have to pay for the medical treatment myself. I lost my mum 
when I was 4 years old. She had tuberculosis. In our land there is huge hunger, 
because capitalists rule it. They believe that only they are allowed to eat. I wish they 
would stop slaving and using the workers. When I grow up, I will be fighting for this 
(Wild Thyme, 1950f, p. 109, see picture 11).  

This powerful letter was not the only text about other childhoods that children were subjected to. 

Similar stories and poems were published, that emphasized unhappy working class childhoods in 

capitalist countries where the warmongering masters govern childhoods, and praised the Soviet 

Union and Stalin, as childhoods in Czechoslovakia are not subjected to manual work (Wild 

Thyme, 1950c, 1950g, 1951e). How happiness is produced in totalitarian childhoods is the topic 

of the poem They and Us, published on the cover of Wild Thyme: “About new war they speak, 

they threaten the world with nuclear bomb - we grow in peace, build homes, under the blue sky, 

to the future years” (Wild Thyme, 1951i, p. 125). 

 

                        
  Picture 11. Portrait of Western childhood in the children’s magazine (Wild Thyme, 1950f, p. 109). 
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Childhoods of Equal Opportunities 

In the 1950s, the government agencies recognized a shortage of miners and planned to enrol 

6000 new miners for training. This goal soon became the focus of stories and articles in 

children’s magazines. Instead of traditional fairy tales children were exposed to tales about 

miners, who were compared to brave knights (Formánková, 2007a). Schools conducted fieldtrips 

to the mines, and miners visited the schools and kindergartens to educate children about their 

profession. Many poems and stories attended to this concern and consequently shaped 

totalitarian childhoods. In Wild Thyme, one poem told the story of a child asleep, tucked under 

the blankets, while miners dug the coal and protected the children’s happy childhoods. Under the 

poem was the text: “We read this poem to the Kindergarten children ... and as we finished, they 

knew the poem by heart. Will you learn it as well as them?” (Wild Thyme, 1951c, p. 256). A 

different poem narrated how children wanted to be like daddy, who “overcomes the set goal by 

another 100%” (Wild Thyme, 1951b, p. 259). And again, underneath it there is a comment from 

the editorial board requesting children develop a melody to this text and to sing it as a song. 

Other stories focused on a picture exhibition of miners, and on how young children could learn 

about this ‘beautiful’ profession (Wild Thyme, 1951g). Similarly, childhoods were shaped by a 

modern fairy tale about a dwarf that had not realised what kind of ‘treasures’ he was protecting 

under the earth and decided to support progress and live in the furnace factory (Wild Thyme, 

1950n). 

Girls also became targets for getting involved in industries such as mining. The slogan ‘Girls, 

enrol!’ was intended to lure girls, to reduce their hesitation and fear of jobs stereotypically 

perceived to be for boys in Czechoslovakia (Formánková, 2007a). Formánkova (2007a) cites the 

children’s magazine Pioneer which states: “Stay side by side with those brave and handsome 

boys who decided to be miners!”. Another graphic story in Wild Thyme focused on the 

involvement of girls in the traditionally male professions, as Ferda the Ant and his friends 

support a female beetle in the competition to collect the most paper. She is then celebrated as the 

winner of the competition (Wild Thyme, 1949b). These stories shaped childhoods by 

demonstrating how being a boy and a girl in the totalitarian society should be experienced. 

However, Wild Thyme also took a more direct approach, by publishing letters from girls about 

how much they enjoyed the work that boys were traditionally associated with. Subsequent 

commentaries by editors emphasized that only the victory of the working class had brought 

about ‘true’ equality between men and women, as girls could now become miners. One of these 

letters was from a girl, Věrka: 

Dear Comrades, as I have written before, I am in the senior year and next year I enter 
into the period where I need to decide which occupation to choose. However I have 
already decided that I will begin training to become a miner. Maybe you see my 
decision as weird, but I have decided this because I know how much coal our country 
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needs; that if there would be no coal, workers wouldn’t be able to work in factories 
and other industries. Therefore I would like to ask you to write to me, about how you 
like my decision and I also ask you to write a couple of words to my mother, who is 
trying to stop me from becoming a miner. She is not letting me choose a miner’s 
profession, and I think she would get softer if you would write her something about 
the importance of mining in our socialist country. With a comrade’s greeting, Věrka 
(Wild Thyme, 1950d, p. 80). 

Through this letter, the importance of a child’s duty to the country shifted the way gender was 

perceived in childhoods. As Věrka role modelled, when children chose their profession, they 

were not supposed to think about themselves, but about what the country needed. This notion of 

collective and peer pressure that influenced Czechoslovak pedagogy was based on Makarenko’s 

pedagogy (Makarenko, 1951, 1953a), as discussed above. Children’s magazines and literature 

emphasized that the country and the working class knew what is best for childhoods even better 

than parents: the importance of honour, the necessity to choose this profession for the good of 

the country and a motivational reward to visit the president. Wild Thyme urged readers to write 

letters of support, and to explain this and persuade Věrka’s mum. The best responses were 

promised to be published: 

We have welcomed a letter from Věrka and we hope that her mother will let her 
become a miner, the most honourable occupation in the whole world. Maybe then 
Věrka will go to visit Mr. President, who invites all children who have entered 
training to be miners every year. But first you and we must persuade Věrka’s mum, 
who cannot decide. All of you, every one of you write a letter to Věrka’s mum soon 
and explain to her, why it is necessary for Věrka to enter mining training. Write to 
Věrka’s mum, that a miner’s work is honest and important for each and every one of 
us. Write to her, that she does not need to be afraid, that nothing will happen to her 
daughter (Wild Thyme, 1950d). 

And, in the next issues the responses were published. One Pioneer in her letter explained the 

excellent conditions at the mining boarding school and the quality education. She stated: “I do 

not miss anything here, I only wish that you, girls, would also choose mining as your profession. 

I would like to welcome you here, we would have so much fun” (Wild Thyme, 1951j, p. 156). 

More letters were printed in which young children, especially young girls, promised that they 

would also become miners (see picture 12). A fourth grader Dana wrote: “If there were no 

miners, there would be no coffee on the table, the factories would stop, and without coal we 

cannot imagine the world” (Wild Thyme, 1951k, p. 198). Other young Pioneers, Drahuše and 

Věra, responded:  

We know what coal means for us and therefore we respect people like you, who are 
not afraid of work and choose mining as a profession. We have realised, how much 
you long to be a good worker, and how you long to work for the good of mankind. 
Thank you for your decision, which will contribute to the peace, which all working 
class people wish for, and let’s hope that we will not have a war, started by Western 
imperialists, so they can gain more money into their pockets so they do not have to 
work (Wild Thyme, 1951d, p. 199). 
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However, under these letters a response from Wild Thyme’s editorial board states that the number 

of miners required in Czechoslovakia’s planned economy had been reached, perhaps in part 

through this successful propaganda. Therefore, Wild Thyme encouraged girls, including Věrka, to 

enrol in other training professions - such as to be bricklayers, blacksmiths and construction 

workers - where “you are needed, Věrka and other girls, even more than in mining. Think about 

it, consider whether you should change your decision. Think about it carefully - and if you 

change your decision to another industry, you will not break your promise. Here you can help the 

country, support socialism, help the fighters for peace” (Wild Thyme, 1951h, p. 199). In this 

sense, the totalitarian system was ruthless in the production of childhoods through these stories 

and texts as the collective, public good was supposed to govern private desires. 

 

           
Picture 12. Girl Pioneers are writing support letters and are excited about their future in factories (Wild 
Thyme, 1951h, p. 199). 

Murder of Childhoods 

One of the most influential texts that was published and actively used with children in totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia is the Soviet story about Pavlík Morozov. The power of this text lies in its 

alleged basis on a true story. This text played an unprecedented role and impacted on the way 

childhoods were produced. The story revolved around a 13 year old boy Pavlík, who lived in a 

remote part of the Soviet Union in the early 1930s. The myth of Pavlík’s life, character and 

deeds, is the archetypal story of the Pioneer – the role model. While the theme of death was not 

unusual in the Soviet totalitarian literature (Salminen, 2005), the tale about Pavlík has an almost 

Oedipal twist of him turning against his father, in order to support and protect the country. The 

story has been told around bonfires to young Pioneers and Little Sparks, re-told in children’s 

magazines, made into movies, captured in songs and poems, and even in a full length opera. 

There are many versions of Pavlík’s life story, and oral storytellers have often added or removed 

some parts (Kelly, 2005). 

In Gubarev’s (1952) version, that was published and distributed in Czechoslovakia in the 

1950s, Pavlík, a member of the Pioneer organisation, found out that his father, the leader of the 
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Communist Party in the Gerasimovka village, was connected with rebels who were against the 

collectivisation of local farms (see picture 13). Pavlík, encouraged by his Pioneer oath to protect 

his country, walked 50 kilometers to report his father to the authorities, resulting in the 

detainment of his father who was sent to a gulag. In revenge, Pavlík and his brother are then 

brutally murdered in the forest by his grandparents and other relatives. The public demanded 

punishment, and Pavlík’s family members were trialled and executed. However, the tale about 

Pavlík shifted to become a political story as interpreted by the Soviet Union’s Pioneer 

organisation and the Communist Party. Kelly’s (2005) research presents a letter written and 

published in October 1932 by children in Moscow called PROTEST, that according to Kelly, 

demonstrates how teachers were used to co-produce Pavlík’s story in a way that would most 

effectively govern childhoods into following the desired moral belief: 

We, Pioneers and schoolchildren of Kosterevskaya Factory School, attached to the 
Komintern Factory, have read the article in Pioneer Pravda about the murder of 
Pioneer Pavel Morozov by kulaks, and we demand that the murderers are subjected 
to the highest measure of punishment, execution by shooting. In our turn, we promise 
to step up the fight for knowledge and work discipline in our school. Sleep soundly, 
dear comrade Pavlusha! We will carry on your cause to the end. And the most 
splendid wreath and memorial for you will be our struggle for knowledge (p. 11, 
emphasis in original). 

This letter by the schoolchildren shares a lot of similarities with the letters written by children 

during the political trials in the 1950s, that I have analysed above. In this Soviet letter, children 

demand the strictest punishment for murderers and request their execution. In return they 

promise to be more disciplined in their learning. The letter was written to represent certain 

values of being a Pioneer – to always defend and support Pioneer comrades, to emphasize 

loyalty to the government ideology and the country, and to highlight the importance of the 

knowledge that is officially approved and disseminated by the governing agencies.  

Gubarev’s book was mass distributed and advertised in Czechoslovakia by governing 

agencies responsible for the education of children and youth. The story was powerful, with a 

strong educational and political message. It gave children a role model, a hero they could admire. 

Pavlík’s story was compulsory reading, but also provided an exemplar for writers, as it 

demonstrated what was considered to be an appropriate way to write. Various interpretations of 

the story were circulated in society, and especially among Pioneers themselves. In 1959, the 

leadership of the Pioneer organisation in Czechoslovakia published steps on how to present the 

story of Pavlík Morozov to children, under the guidelines What should every Pioneer know and 

do: 

Guidance to Pioneer group leaders. Talk about Pavlík Morozov using your own 
words and storytelling, and explain to children the era and times when Pavlík lived, 
and why we consider his actions heroic. Only then read with them jointly or read to 
children the following publications: Vitali Gubarev - Pavlík Morozov; Stepan 
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Scipacov - Pavlík Morozov (poetry). Do not just seek heroes and heroism in the past, 
they live even now, just look around (Pioneer guidelines, 1961, p. 78).  

The story disseminated the message that Pavlík had to die because enemies of the country and 

peace wanted to silence all young Pioneers from protecting the ‘truth’ and country. Kelly’s 

(2005) research suggested that the whole story could actually be untrue. However, as I analysed 

in chapter 4, the notion of whether this tale was true or not is not the concern, as it is the 

discursive construct of the story that produced totalitarian childhoods. Similarly, what it means 

to be a Pioneer, and how Pioneers should behave, was disseminated through children’s 

magazines. In Wild Thyme, the father of a kindergarten child published a letter in the form of a 

story. The child could not wait to become a Pioneer, and he understood that a good Pioneer had 

to eat well, had to obey authorities and always had to tell the truth (Wild Thyme, 1951f). The 

article was read to the children’s editorial team, and the adult asked them: “What do you think, 

will this story tell children what kind of qualities a Pioneer should have? And the children 

thought about it and said ‘For sure it will’!” (Wild Thyme, 1951f, p. 131). 

 

                                     
Picture 13. Versions of Pavlík’s story – the celebrated murdered child-Pioneer (Gubarev, 1952, 2000). 

Concluding Comments 

Childhood subjectivities in totalitarian Czechoslovakia were produced through the strict 

indoctrination of the top-down model that disregarded boundaries between public and private. 

Admiring Pioneers as role models, who protested against the killing of one of their ‘own’, and 

who had a clear idea of who the ‘enemies of the country’ were, and who were ‘friends’ was a 

key element. Pioneers were expected to have sharp values; an understanding of what is good and 

important knowledge of how to apply it (Pioneer guidelines, 1962). In addition, Pioneers had a 

reliable sense of ideological truth, crime and fair punishment. Children understood that 

childhoods were about the values of honouring work, peace and sacrifice. Their childhoods were 

constructed through the literature, in stories about them and for them, and through their own 

stories that they shared. Good children loved and protected the country, became good workers, 
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were not afraid, and did not hesitate to pass the strictest judgment or report suspicious people, 

even if it concerned their own family. Childhoods were produced in both public and private 

spaces, where the country and collective good became more pertinent than individual desires. 

Happy childhoods were a part of the notion of building a paradise on earth (Macura, 2008). For 

totalitarian Czechoslovakia, this paradise already existed in the Soviet Union, and through 

construction, hard work, and by incorporating Soviet customs, totalitarian Czechoslovakian 

childhoods were seen as also reaching this ideal future some day (see picture 14). These 

constructed childhoods were interconnected and united by common goals, as the public sphere 

penetrated the private one, as work time fused with free time. The stories disseminated to 

children are “often indicators of the dominant values in the society” (Moynihan, 1973, p. 166), 

and produce ideals of childhoods and shape children’s lives. 

 

       
Picture 14. Comparison of Western and Czechoslovak childhoods as portrayed in Wild Thyme (Wild 
Thyme, 1950k, p. 84). 

 
The 1950s totalitarian system that I have analysed formed the foundations for the production 

of childhood subjectivities in the 1970s and 1980s, which I analyse in the next chapters, through 

the preschool magazine Little Bee. The totalitarian system operated a top down notion of power, 

where teachers executed clear guidance of government agency directives, with a strong tension 

between the public and private domains, where the public arena attempted to overtake private 

lives. Totalitarian childhoods were filled with propaganda, and I have analysed some of the 

stories of this work in light of constructions of Stalinist childhoods, which produced childhood 
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subjectivities that then became the roots of post-totalitarian childhoods. The propaganda and 

purposeful impact of governing agencies on childhoods are more difficult to identify in the next 

three chapters, where I analyse how childhood subjectivities of victims, supporters and rebels 

were produced. Unlike in totalitarian Czechoslovakia, in the post-totalitarian era childhoods are 

less clearly split, and constantly shifted between the private and public domain. The censorship 

of children’s literature became less strict, and consequently the constructions of childhoods were 

more unstable and distorted.  
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Chapter 6 

Child as a Victim: Politics and Celebrations in the Post-totalitarian 
Kindergartens 
 

… [After the Prague Spring] the Seventies were perhaps even gloomier. After the 
Soviet intervention and its rather caustic aftermath, Husák replaced Dubček, and a 
long period of moribund silence began. A new ruling elite, which was in fact much 
like the old one, quickly formed and carried out all those purges, prohibitions, and 
liquidations. An exhausted society quickly got used to the fact that everything once 
declared forever impossible was now possible again, and that an often unmasked and 
ridiculed absurdity could rule once more. People withdrew into themselves and 
stopped taking an interest in public affairs. An era of apathy and widespread 
demoralization began, an era of gray, everyday totalitarian consumerism. Society 
was atomized, small islands of resistance were destroyed, and a disappointed and 
exhausted public pretended not to notice. Independent thinking and creation retreated 
to the trenches of deep privacy (Havel, 1990, pp. 119-120). 

The magazine Little Bee published its 31st volume in the 1988-1989 school year. We, 
the editors, have set many goals for ourselves, and rely, of course, on you, the adults, 
parents, and kindergarten teachers to help us to fulfil them. A child between the ages 
of three to six cannot independently reach for the magazine. There must be an adult 
present, or an older sibling, to acquaint the child with the magazine, by reading 
poems and stories, and talking about the illustrations. But that is not the end of 
reading Little Bee. This is when the ‘work’ with Little Bee starts, because the editors’ 
intention is that children will not become passive recipients of published texts in the 
magazine. We are therefore trying to publish materials in Little Bee, which help the 
children to become its co-creators, so the magazine engages a child in an activity, 
which motivates the child to return to the magazine, and to ‘read’ Little Bee over, and 
over talking about what was ‘read’ … In this volume we want to provide as much 
stimulation as we can for adults, so teachers use the magazine thoughtfully during 
the children’s education and care in kindergartens. And for parents we intend the 
same, when caring about their children in their family … you will understand and see 
the effort the editors have made, to give its ‘readers’ a Little Bee that is interesting, 
and that motivates not only children, but also you, the adults, to independent ‘work’ 
(Little Bee, 1988, p. 15).  

 

Introduction 

I recall my kindergarten vividly. I remember sitting behind the little desk, planning amazing 

discoveries, and creating my most advanced artwork yet. I drew cars and traffic lights, making 

sure that the pedestrians crossed the roads, and that the ambulance had a space to get through 

the crossroad. Peter, who was working on his artwork next to me, ate half of the glue, and I 

wondered why no one panicked or told him off. My father always got upset when I tried to lick 

the glue. Katka, sitting at the same table with us, was really annoyed with Peter as she was using 

the glue in her work. Katka was my girlfriend. We loved each other, and in the kindergarten 

context that meant a lot. Katka would never tell on me to the teachers if I did not sleep in the 
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afternoons. Katka would not raise her hand when the teachers organized a vote amongst the 

children about whether Martin and I deserved to have dessert because of our naughty behaviour. 

Such loyalty was what we considered to be love, and we believed that what we did was what 

children who were in love should do. It was mainly Katka that I aimed to impress with my new 

masterpiece. And in the middle of the glue being eaten, and my creation of the crossroads, we 

were called by the teachers to abandon our activities. They told us that it is November, and 

asked us whether we remember what we read in Little Bee on the previous day. They meant the 

stories about Lenin, Aurora, and the Great October Socialist Revolution. I abandoned the love 

story hidden in the crossroad, and started to work with the group of other children on the 

collective creation of the ship Aurora, and to develop the story of how it bombarded the Winter 

Palace in St. Petersburg with cannonballs. 

 

Politics have been a part of my public life ever since I was enrolled in kindergarten. In my early 

education I started to understand the world through stories such as of the celebrations of 

Czechoslovakia’s achievements and the political figures of Lenin and Brezhnev. As the above 

snippet states, I became exposed to political notions of life and childhoods, and I measured my 

relationships with others against the friendships between Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union. 

As children, Little Bee introduced us to the world we lived in, and outlined its content and basic 

rules to us. Little Bee gave us politically charged stories that were part of the public discourse 

that childhoods were exposed to and produced in. These tales and illustrations portrayed how 

children allegedly thought about themselves. Little Bee guided my childhood, as it portrayed 

children like me, and my friends, in relation to heroes that were easy to relate to in the post-

totalitarian era. Education in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakian kindergartens was based on 

teacher-initiated activities mixed with supervised free time for children, following suggestions 

from the Ministry of Education (Curriculum document, 1976). My teachers, whom I loved and 

obeyed, used stories from Little Bee in the classroom, as technologies of government that shaped 

our childhoods. 

In prior chapters I have analysed the philosophical underpinnings of the production of 

childhoods in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, as well as how childhoods were constructed in 

the totalitarian era of the 1950s and early 1960s through children’s literature. These two eras 

were divided by the brief period of freedom in the late 1960s during the Prague Spring. This was 

a liberating, as well as a confusing time for children. As censorship was abolished during the 

Prague Spring, childhoods were exposed to a range of literature and contradicting ideas that 

formed them. Kundera described the Prague Spring as 

… an attempt (and for the first time in the world) to create a socialism without an 
omnipotent secret police; with freedom of the spoken and written word; with a public 
opinion of which notice is taken and on which policy is based; with a modern 
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culture, freely developing; and with citizens who have lost their fear (cited in 
Hamšík, 1971, pp. 161-162). 

Childhoods of this period are beyond the scope of this research; however it is important to note 

that the sudden crush of the Prague Spring produced citizens that doubted the communist 

leadership and its governing rationalities. Once citizens had experienced the Prague Spring, there 

was no way back to the ruthless, brutal and ideologically strong totalitarian society that 

challenged citizens in both the public and private spheres. As I analysed in chapter 5, the power 

relations of totalitarian government rationalities produced childhoods both in the public and 

private spaces of schools and homes, through direct top-down indoctrination. In the post-

totalitarian era on the other hand, childhoods were governed mostly within the public spaces of 

kindergartens, schools and organizations through more complex mechanisms. The post-

totalitarian system acted more economically and protected its resources. It focused on order and 

on the ‘follow and display’ dimension of public childhoods rather than exhausting itself by 

spending resources on shaping private childhoods. In other words, the public face of childhoods 

was more important: as long as they were united and bound by the same ideas and ideals. The 

children’s magazines thus served as a producer of public childhoods and childhood subjectivities 

in post-totalitarian kindergartens. 

The magazine Little Bee was recommended by governing agencies as a curriculum resource 

in kindergartens and was actively used with children (Curriculum document, 1975; Kindergarten 

chronicle, 1945-1991). The texts and articles published in Little Bee in the post-totalitarian era 

focused on celebrations of childhoods, through stories about the Great October Socialist 

Revolution, the victory of the working class, the idealisation of the Soviet Union and the father-

like political figures carrying key concepts in a similar way to fairy tales. There was the victory 

of good over evil, the working class over the rich; and an ending where happy childhoods 

prevailed. 

In this chapter I use a Havelian lens to analyse post-totalitarian childhoods. In the centre are 

children and their childhoods, conceptualised as victim subjects, as per Havel’s (1985) argument 

of how all citizens in the post-totalitarian system are supporters, and at the same time victims, of 

the system. I deconstruct his argument in the next two chapters; and separate the two 

subjectivities: victims and supporters. In this chapter I focus on the politics embraced in 

kindergarten education, as portrayed through Little Bee, and I analyse how the stories in the 

magazine produced childhoods and childhood subjectivities that were passive and positioned as 

victim within the public discourse. The system’s role in recruiting children into socialist 

childhoods is particularly evident through the conceptualizations of political father figures. In the 

next chapter I will then analyse the subjectivity of a child as supporter that actively responds to 

political notions of government rationalities.  
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The subjectivity of a victim is where the intersections between childhoods and politics 

converge, as kindergartens “created foundations for the developing profile of the future citizen of 

our socialist society" (Curriculum document, 1976, p. 5). Furthermore, the kindergartens in the 

post-totalitarian regime were expected to “create positive relationships with the symbols of our 

socialist homeland” and to “guide children to knowing and experiencing relations to children of 

their own nation, the Soviet Union, and other socialist countries” (Curriculum document, 1975, 

p. 21). The texts in Little Bee guided children through the politics and notions of socialism, and I 

illustrate how childhoods were shaped and produced through stories. 

Socialist Kindergarten Teachers 

In my kindergarten, I had many experiences such as that recounted at the beginning of this 

chapter, where teacher-initiated activities shaped our childhoods. The foundation and support for 

these activities were also published in many articles, reports, stories and illustrations in the 

children’s magazine Little Bee, representing childhoods, and how children play, think and feel in 

kindergartens. I also remember how some of these stories were implemented into my early 

childhood education. In our childhoods art activities were not just art activities, but also 

technologies of government that shaped our childhoods through our engagement in them, and 

produced our subjectivities. My argument is not simply about the side-effects of our childhood 

activities, but about how these activities were deliberately pedagogical in relation to the official 

production of the child in this post-totalitarian period: “the tasks of the communist preschools are 

fulfilled with the everyday work with a child” (Curriculum document, 1975, p. 4), and, as this 

Ministry document suggests, with a particular focus on moral and political development. 

Not only were childhood subjectivities produced in certain ways, but teachers were also 

prepared for this act. The Ministry of Education addressed what qualities and characteristics the 

teacher in the post-Prague Spring era should have, and thereby produced a “profile of the 

desirable socialist teacher” (Curriculum document, 1976, p. 139). The teachers should be well 

educated, and they should have an interest in working with young children. For example, during 

their secondary school or tertiary studies future teachers should have supported and led groups of 

Pioneers and Little Sparks. The Central Committee of the Communist Party further notes that 

future teachers should be "highly cultural, politically knowledgeable and morally mature” and 

that what is essential is the “devotion of future teachers to socialism, the ability to move young 

generations towards ideals of communism and arm them with useful knowledge and skills, so 

they can successfully contribute to its realization" (Curriculum document, 1976, p. 140). The 

fundamental element of aligning politics and teaching was that the teacher needed to have 

political ideals in line with Marxist-Leninist theory. Its significance is explained in the Ministry 

document through the notion of how 
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… each new teacher needs to make in-depth decisions to use all powers and abilities 
to enthuse young children with the ideas of socialism and communism, to care and 
educate towards socialist patriotism and internationalization, and to lead children 
towards active participation in the process of additional advancements of our society 
as part of the community of socialist countries (Curriculum document, 1976, p. 140). 

In the 1970s and 1980s socialist kindergarten teachers were prepared to shape childhoods based 

on their own educational experiences, socialist education and regular political professional 

developments. Learning, as I have explored in relation to the production of totalitarian 

childhoods, was considered to be children’s work. In my archival work, I came across the 

children’s magazine Pioneer (Pionier in original), which published an editorial written by the 

Deputy Minister of Education at the beginning of the school and kindergarten year in September. 

It had the heading instructing children that ‘the holidays are over, the work begins’, and further 

stated that each “pupil should become a socialist being” who relates to the politics of the 

government and the Communist Party (Pioneer, 1973, p. 3). In light of this statement, I now 

explore the production of political childhood subjectivities as victim subjects subjected through 

texts and stories. 

Childhoods with Multiple Fathers 

A framed portrait of Gustav Husák, the president of Czechoslovakia in office 1975-1989, hung 

on the wall of every kindergarten and school classroom, and in every office and institution in the 

country. We children all knew who Husák was. We also knew who Lenin was, as we were 

exposed to his pictures, photographs, statues and stories from our early years. Our teachers often 

repeated to us: ‘Comrade Lenin said: you need to learn, learn and learn’. These words were also 

written on the blackboard as I was signing up to my primary school. Whilst we could recognize 

the name and face of Lenin, it was literature such as Little Bee that taught us the compelling 

significance of his achievements through stories and texts. Our childhoods were truly surrounded 

by the stories about and pictures of political leaders. 

Lenin was the fundamental figure of the Czechoslovak socialist educational system, and his 

contribution to it was publicly celebrated. Lenin’s importance in the post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia of the 1970s and 1980s was immense, as his ideas were transformed into 

concepts implemented into the governance of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, including the 

schooling system and educational practices. Stories about Lenin and his ideas were published in 

Little Bee, and read to us by our teachers. These texts thus became teaching materials, and were 

used routinely in teaching practices, as documented in the kindergarten chronicles (Kindergarten 

chronicle, 1945-1991, 1960-1980, 1966-1989, 1979-1980, 1984-1988). I now turn to analyse 

some of these stories from Little Bee, that used political figures as children’s role models and 

fathers (see picture 15), and that produced childhoods and the way children, such as myself, 

should think about them. 
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Picture 15. Childhoods with multiple fathers, as portrayed in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1970b, p. 4; 1973b, p. 
11; 1974b, p. 6; 1976e, p. 5; 1982e, p. 3; 1983d, p. 15; 1984f, p. 3; 1985i, p. 3). 

Lenin’s Club of Clean Plates 

Nutrition was taken very seriously in my kindergarten. A compulsory eating regime in the 

kindergarten comprised of a morning snack, a fully cooked lunch - soup and a main meal - and 

an afternoon sweet snack. We were forced to eat all the food on the plate; and were not allowed 

to leave the canteen unless our plates were empty. While I enjoyed the sweet snacks, I refused to 

eat a full portion of a usually very meaty lunch. Soon I developed a strategy of throwing meat 

under the table while no one was watching, and taught this ‘trick’ to my friends in the 

kindergarten, as they were stuck with me by the table: no one was allowed to leave until their 

plate was clean. Listening to the voices of children playing while we were still sitting in the 

canteen struggling with our food was a cruel punishment for us. However, the strategy of 

throwing meat under the table, where teachers could not see it because of the long, hanging 

tablecloth, was effective only for a brief period of time. When the teachers found out what I and 

other children had done with the meat, they were furious. They were especially agitated with me 

for teaching other children these disgusting and unhygienic practices, as they claimed to my 

parents. The teachers called my parents in, and told them that they needed to punish and educate 

me better. 

The teachers attempted to stop our subversive activity through the powerful figure of Lenin. 

In response to this incident, they read us a story about Lenin’s visit to a kindergarten. A Club of 

Clean Plates was a story in which Lenin met young children who refused to eat all the food that 

was served on their plates. The identical story was published in the Little Bee twice - in 1970 and 

1985 (Little Bee, 1970a, 1985a). The children knew of Lenin, and they had seen pictures and 

heard many stories about his life and achievements. In the story, the charismatic Lenin was 
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presented to children as a strong, friendly, tough but loving fatherly figure. Lenin was concerned 

that the children were not eating properly, and suggested that all of them should belong to a ‘club 

of clean plates’. He promised the children membership in this club if they always finished the 

food on their plates. Lenin is at first dismissive as he suggested to the children “you do not 

belong to the club anyway” (Little Bee, 1970a, p. 6). However, he suggests that he may 

reconsider his position if the children make an effort to change their attitude towards eating. It is 

clear that Lenin created all the rules of the club; and that if children wished to belong they had to 

sign up directly with him, and follow his rules. The condition of entry was “to always have a 

clean plate after a meal” (p. 7). Lenin also promised children that in this club “you could even 

get badges” (p. 7). The picture that accompanied the story portrayed Lenin in his powerful 

position over children, as he physically stood above them, whilst educating them about their 

eating behaviours (see picture 17). 

 

 
Picture 16. Becoming a Little Spark: children also receive a badge (Little Bee, 1989b, p. 10).  
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The story Club of Clean Plates suggests that childhoods were mouldable. The powerful fatherly 

figure of Lenin is an instrument of change, an intervention in the kindergarten where children 

have stopped displaying the expected public behaviour. Lenin inspired children to make a 

substantial effort in the way they perceived themselves; they all wanted to belong to the club. 

Keeping your plate clean was not the supervised, power-driven activity of a censor – it was up to 

each individual child to make an effort to change. This was the intention of the post-totalitarian 

system: to pass the responsibility on to children to manage their desires, by creating incentives 

such as badges, as evidence of the status of belonging to Lenin’s club. There was not a direct 

push, nor any pressure to eat. There was the power of desires, activated when we were left 

around the table listening to other children playing, while our plates were still not clean. Children 

were purposely exposed to desires, such as the promise of a badge, which they could proudly 

wear on their shirt. The badge represented the benefits of belonging to the desired group 

(similarly to becoming a Little Spark, see picture 16). I remember how proud and happy I was 

the moment I received my badge. To this day, the activity ‘club of clean plates’ is used in 

children’s education in kindergartens and schools, albeit without Lenin (Danišová, 2010). 

Lenin’s Truth 

Lenin was also a major protagonist of other stories, poems and even plays published in Little 

Bee. One of the stories, Lenin’s truth, addressed the relationship between Lenin and the working 

class. It is a tale of two brothers, workers in a factory, who can no longer tolerate their current 

working conditions in Czarist Russia (Little Bee, 1971). The brothers decide to find out if this is 

how the life of a worker should be. So, as is common in traditional Slavic fairy tales, they 

departed from their region, on a journey into the wide world. They wanted to learn about the 

truth of the working class, and their position in the world. As they travel from place to place, 

from one factory to another, they experience the same capitalist masters. However, one day they 

hear about Lenin. They are told that he has all the answers to their questions, and that “he is the 

only person in the world who knows the truth” (p. 5), and so the brothers decide to visit him. 

Lenin asks them many questions about themselves as workers, where they come from, and about 

their working conditions. He then advises them to go back home, to the factory, as the only place 

where they would learn where the truth lies. Lenin shares with them “how to fight for the truth, 

so they do not need to be servants to the rich men, merchants or factory management” (p. 5). 

Lenin’s truth was that all workers hold ‘the truth’ themselves, that they are right to be unhappy 

about their conditions and rebel against their masters. As the brothers went back to the factory, 

they shared Lenin’s truth with the workers there, who continued to pass it on to others: “One 

speaks - ten listen. Ten speak - one hundred listen. And so Lenin’s truth spread around the 

world” (p. 5). The story finishes with the workers’ realisation that they have ‘a truth’ - in other 

words they are in the right to fight for better working and living conditions. It marked the 
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beginning of the Great October Socialist Revolution in 1917, which Lenin started from the ship 

Aurora outside of St. Petersburg. So Lenin’s truth was that all workers should revolt as they 

came to know what and who was right. Interestingly, the government newspaper was also called 

The Truth (Pravda in original), both in Czechoslovakia and in the Soviet Union, and Lenin was 

once its editor. 

This story emphasised how Lenin understood the problems of the working class, and that he 

knew the solutions to its exploitation. Children were expected to learn from this story not only 

the history of the Revolution and the working class, but also about how they should look up to 

Lenin as a role model and admire him and trust him. The idea that children are confronted with 

in this story is that all workers hold ‘the truth’, and this ‘truth’ is the binding ideology of the 

entire class. This ‘truth’ is about access to power, worker’s rights to peace, to work, to a certain 

quality of life, and to defend their values. This story suggests that these notions justified the 

Revolution in October 1917. Childhoods were supposed to be produced within the discourses of 

stories in Little Bee such as Lenin’s Truth, and children grew up within a certain ‘truth’ that 

produced this understanding of the world about classes, and about what is right and what is 

wrong. 

The story Lenin’s Truth also contested children’s understanding of the notion of the truth. As 

I have analysed earlier in my thesis, the truth is a very complex concept that is woven throughout 

my research. Havel’s (1985) position towards the notion of truth is particularly embodied within 

his argument of ‘living within the truth’. He argues that rather than assigning the truth to a 

specific group or class, an individual’s responsibility for ‘living within it’ needs to be 

considered. In the story Lenin’s Truth, these individual responsibilities of the worker were 

replaced by the collective responsibility of the class, while the fairy tale notion of Lenin as the 

hero (the one and only person that can save the whole world/class) remained. From a post-

structural perspective, the truth, as Foucault (1980) claims, 

… isn't outside power, or lacking in power … each society has its régime of truth, its 
‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes 
function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true 
and false statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 
procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are 
charged with saying what counts as true (p. 131).  

The power relations within Lenin’s working class discourse, as published in the story, aimed to 

produce particular political childhoods. Children were encouraged to develop a specific sense of 

self based on political concepts of class and truth: to belong to the working class meant to be 

within the desirable class, and therefore hold the ‘truth’, and have its régime of truth. This relates 

to the example of teachers asking at the beginning of the school year the occupations of our 

parents. The desirable answer was a ‘worker’, and the teachers made appreciative comments 

depending on our responses. At other times the teachers simply asked whose parents were 
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workers, and those children would raise their hands and the teachers would make a note of this. 

The teachers and staff regularly attended professional development sessions to update 

themselves on socialist and communist education, and to develop an understanding of the Party 

politics and the ways in which they were expected to impart this knowledge to children. The 

kindergarten chronicles report how this produced a régime of truth about the working class, and 

how it educated and tested children on this knowledge (Kindergarten chronicle, 1945-1991, 

1960-1980, 1966-1989). 

 

              
  Picture 17. Lenin and children in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1970a, 1972c, 1979b, 1980n). 

Lenin and Happy Childhoods 

In the published stories Lenin is portrayed as a wise and loving character that was concerned 

about happy childhoods and the working class. The story Toy (Little Bee, 1972c) outlined how 

Lenin, still living in exile in Zurich before the Great October Socialist Revolution in 1917, met 

with workers. Before the meeting, all workers wait for Lenin; no one is aware that he is already 

present, as the workers do not know what he looks like. One worker comes with his child, and 

Lenin, rather than disclosing his identity to the waiting workers, walks outside with this child. 

Lenin buys him a toy ship and they play together in the fountain, and the child is happy and 

smiling. Someone spots them there and points out that it is Lenin. The worker-father of the child 

thinks: “Oh, this is Lenin. I thought that it was a stranger: he looks like a modest and slightly 

built person. He bought my child a toy” (p. 5). The story concludes that only when the child is 

cheerful and happy, does Lenin return back to the workers, to have his meeting with them. 

Toy presents Lenin as a concerned father figure as well as a confident leader. My kindergarten 

teachers often stated that we should be thankful to Lenin and to the Soviet Union, for being able 

to learn and play in our kindergarten and for being able to live in a peaceful country. ‘The Soviet 

Union has sacrificed so much for us, and for your happy childhoods’, they used to say. This was 

also the message that was conveyed to us through the articles and stories published in Little Bee. 

An example of this is the play for kindergarten children The Dialogue published in Little Bee, 

which children were encouraged to rehearse under the supervision of teachers (Little Bee, 

1979b). The play revolves around the story of a little girl who wonders why Pioneers put flowers 

under the picture of Lenin. A wise Pioneer boy advises her that it is because Lenin loves all 
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children, and they all love him. The boy says: “if there was no Lenin, there would be a lot of sad 

children” (p. 7) and explains the importance of Lenin for happy childhoods. The Pioneer also 

depicts why the former palace is now home to all Pioneers, and the play finishes with the little 

girl asking the boy to take her to Lenin’s picture. Now she also wants to place flowers under his 

picture as a thank you to Lenin (see picture 18 how kindergarten children drew themselves in 

relation to the older children Pioneers).  

Gratitude was a powerful message in this play, which suggested how grateful children were to 

Lenin for their happy childhoods, as all children were supposed to be grateful to all the great 

leaders for their happy childhoods. For instance, at the opening of a new kindergarten in 

Bratislava in 1979, the following mission statement was written into the kindergarten chronicle, 

and signed by the teachers: “We are descendants of the happy generation, and give thanks to the 

Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, for the dynamic, creative life we live and for the great 

values that we pass down to the youngest generation” (Kindergarten chronicle, 1979-1980).  

However in my kindergarten, I also had different experiences of Lenin. I remember 

performing in a play, which was based on questions about Lenin’s life and achievements. I grew 

up with Lenin, and I recited a poem about him at a kindergarten afternoon for our parents. We 

practised for many weeks for that special afternoon devoted to the Soviet Union. Using the form 

of a quiz, the teachers asked us questions about Lenin’s life and his involvement in the October 

Revolution, and we answered them in front of the audience of parents. We made some mistakes, 

but we were trained well. And we were also trained well for the inspection later on at school. 

Whilst the inspector was present, every child was expected to raise their hand and to pretend to 

know the answer, however those who really knew used their left hand, and every one else raised 

their right one. This ensured that the Five-Year plan for achievement, which the country 

implemented in every area including early childhood education, was also met in teaching and 

schooling. 

        
Picture 18. Little Bee published children’s drawings of Pioneers as the role models that they were     
expected to look up to (Little Bee, 1984a, pp. 12-13; 1989a, p. 14). 
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Who Broke the Vase? 

For us children, Lenin’s life was an inspiration against which to measure our childhoods, and 

whether they were right and correct. The story Vase provided explicit messages about how 

children should follow the young Lenin’s example (Little Bee, 1980n). Whilst the story focuses 

on how naughty Lenin was as a boy, it emphasises that he always told the truth, regardless of the 

circumstances. In this story, the young Lenin breaks a vase and the only way he can relieve his 

conscience was to tell the truth about what happened. Telling the truth, not engaging in secretive 

behaviour, and trusting parents, teachers and leaders, are qualities that stories in Little Bee 

instilled in and expected of children. Whilst Vase tells the tale of a young Lenin, the illustration 

next to it presents the familiar fatherly, friendly old Lenin, hugging excited little children (see 

picture 17). 

The obvious discrepancy between the story and the accompanying picture is intentional, as it 

illustrates how teachers were expected to work with the story. The magazine was intended as an 

important resource for kindergarten teaching practice, where it was expected to guide children in 

their development of basic moral and political concepts (Curriculum document, 1975). Whilst 

children listened to the story about Lenin’s childhood, they could make connections with the 

already familiar picture of Lenin. Lenin was a powerful figure in my kindergarten; if a child was 

accused of lying, a teacher would often ask: ‘Did Lenin ever tell a lie?’ Lenin’s life inspired our 

childhoods, his experiences were critical and transferable to our own, and we were expected to 

be grateful to this ‘father’ for his legacy of peace, harmony and friendship.  

The Death of Brezhnev 

Through stories, Little Bee also introduced global politics to children. Pictures and quotes by 

Soviet and Eastern Bloc leaders were often published, and the articles taught us to care for our 

state neighbours and friends. It also presented us with conceptions of who our friends were: 

meaning the Soviet people, rather than citizens of Western countries. The curriculum for 

kindergartens in the 1970s advised that children must be “practically informed about the 

differences in care for children in socialist and capitalist countries” (Curriculum document, 1975, 

p. 21). Little Bee published many articles and stories in an attempt to fulfil this goal that 

produced political childhood subjectivities. The reports published in Little Bee told how children 

in kindergartens grieved the death of every Soviet leader and celebrated the election of each new 

one. As an example, in 1985 Little Bee portrayed how children mourned the death of the Soviet 

leader Chernenko, and on the next page the magazine introduced the new leader of the Soviet 

Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, accompanied by a peace poem that celebrated construction work, 

and the bond between two friendly nations (Little Bee, 1985c). The following quote by Soviet 

leader Jurij Andropov, also published in Little Bee, justified the importance of implementing 
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politics into early childhoods and identified what was expected in the future of socialist 

childhoods: 

The formation of a man begins from the very early years. The Communist party of 
the Soviet Union wants to educate a person not only as the sum of all knowledge, but 
foremost as a citizen of the socialist society, and as an active constructor of 
communism with its characteristic intentions, morals and interests, with high ethics 
of work and behaviour (Andropov, cited in Little Bee, 1984c, p. 2).  

Children were expected to learn regularly about Soviet leaders, and about the way they thought 

about themselves. In 1981, the editorial in Little Bee announced that all children’s thoughts were 

with Moscow, where the Soviet leader Brezhnev was celebrating his 75th birthday (Little Bee, 

1981b). Little Bee also reminded children that Brezhnev’s title was “General Secretary of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union and Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of 

the Soviet Union” (p. 15); which even years later sounds powerful. I remember how a teacher 

told us that ‘Brezhnev will protect all of us’, from all enemies of peace. However, Brezhnev died 

soon after this celebration, and Little Bee shared the grief of his death with kindergarten children. 

Brezhnev was portrayed to children as “a passionate fighter for peace and communism, and he 

will forever live in the hearts of the working class” (Little Bee, 1982k, p. 2, see picture 19). The 

grief was soon replaced with celebrations of a new leader, Andropov, with the poem What is 

peace?, which highlighted everyday occurrences of peace in childhoods (Little Bee, 1982a). 

Children were reminded that “peace is warm days when people walk to work” and that “peace is 

father’s eyes in the summer breeze after work” (p. 3). A different poem with the same name, 

What is peace, was published in 1984 to commemorate the election of the Soviet leader 

Chernenko, outlining peace through the image of happy childhoods and children’s smiling, 

happy faces (Little Bee, 1984b). Teachers also reported in the kindergarten chronicles how peace 

was incorporated into early childhood education, and linked to the praise and thanks given to the 

Communist Party and the Soviet Union (Kindergarten chronicle, 1979-1980). Reciting and 

remembering poems like these was a common everyday activity in my kindergarten. The aim 

was to produce childhoods that had a clear understanding of how peace and work are part of 

everyday life. 

I was at kindergarten when we learnt about the sudden death of Brezhnev. Our entire routine 

was changed. The games we usually played were abandoned, and teachers talked with us about 

Soviet leaders. I was one of the children that helped to prepare the black flag of mourning, which 

the teachers raised on our kindergarten building. Brezhnev’s death was also memorable for me as 

it was the day I was looking forward to watching my favourite TV programme, Skippy the Bush 

Kangaroo, but due to his death all scheduled programmes were cancelled. I felt very frustrated; I 

did not feel any loss, only anger. More recently, this has also become part of an online blog 

where adults remember their childhood feelings about Brezhnev’s death. Some of them 
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remember being happy as they were allowed to go home earlier from schools; whilst others 

remember the frustration of going to the cinema with pre-purchased tickets, just to find out that 

the programme had been changed because of his death (Social network discussion, 2008). In 

sum, these childhood memories of Brezhnev’s death remind us of the tension between the 

production of public and private childhoods in the post-totalitarian era, and how multitudes of 

childhoods and childhood subjectivities were produced through similar activities. 

 

       
     Picture 19. The death of Brezhnev in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1982k, p. 2). 

All Children Together 

Political childhood subjectivities (as victim subjects) were also produced through Little Bee 

reports on the lives, activities and characters of political leaders. Regular updates and reminders 

were published about leaders’ anniversaries and achievements, so teachers were reminded to 

celebrate with children, and to notify parents through notice boards in the entrance halls of 

kindergartens (Curriculum document, 1975). In the sense of the Havelian Greengrocer, the 

public was targeted through these notice boards, and these political-cultural events were 

regularly celebrated in kindergartens (Kindergarten chronicle, 1945-1991, 1966-1989). Little Bee 

published reports on how children, allegedly, celebrated the anniversaries of communist 

politicians, and other important anniversaries. Little Bee prepared children for the festive mood 

of president Zátopek’s birthday. A poem next to a full-page photograph of the President spoke 

for all children as it stated that “each of us little children give you [the President] a flower, in our 

mind” (Little Bee, 1970b, p. 4). In another story, children are confronted with the photograph of 

the first Czechoslovakian working class president Klement Gottwald (Little Bee, 1976e). The 

text reminded children of Gottwald’s importance to all citizens, and how all children should 

think and feel about Gottwald: “we all remember him, and are grateful and honour him” (p. 5). 

These reports and stories shaped the way children were expected to think. 
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Little Bee gave children a collective voice, and described how children ‘all’ want, think and 

do the same. For instance, Little Bee congratulated comrade Dr. Gustav Husák, General 

Secretary of the Communistic Party of Czechoslovakia on his 60th birthday, in the name of ‘all 

children’ (Little Bee, 1973b). Through the years, Little Bee further published texts outlining how 

children celebrated Husák for his achievements and leadership: with a big photograph of Husák 

and text stating that he was the ‘children’s president’ and the highest ranked Communist in the 

country. ‘All’ children wished him plentiful “creative powers and health while fulfilling an 

important mission” (Little Bee, 1983b, p. 15, see picture 20). Little Bee again congratulated 

Husák in the name of ‘all children’ of Czechoslovakia on his re-election as president and wished 

him “all the best in his Party and state responsibilities” (Little Bee, 1985h, p. 2). So childhoods 

were immersed in the nation’s politics, and the voice of grateful children was present in the 

public discourse. 

 

    
Picture 20. Little Bee congratulates president Husák in the name of all children (Little Bee, 1983b, p. 15). 

Responsible Childhoods 

In its subjection of children to politically charged editorials, Little Bee produced childhood 

subjectivities of victims, cloaked in an image of ‘responsible’ childhoods. It aimed to encourage 

children to think about the importance of their childhoods. To share the responsibilities for the 

production of their happy childhoods, children where expected to learn about the elections in 

Czechoslovakia. This was depicted in the editorial, which outlined how mothers and fathers took 

their children by their hands and walked them down to the beautifully decorated room where the 

elections took place:  

All adults cast their votes for the new members of parliament. There was a positive 
and happy atmosphere in the election room. Everyone was smiling and happy about 
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your visit. When you returned home, for sure your dad explained to you what the 
election means. And when you grow up, you will also go to cast your vote for peace 
and happiness in our socialist homeland (Little Bee, 1981g, p. 2). 

The elections were intended to portray Czechoslovakia as a democratic country, but no political 

party could really challenge the leading Communist Party. Records were kept of who came to 

vote, and the only way citizens were able to disagree with the election system was not to come or 

to cast a blank vote. This type of passive resistance that attempted to create a crack in the 

everyday post-totalitarian panorama was rare, and public support for the system was loudly 

demonstrated (Měchýř, 1999). Publicly vocalised disagreement and resistance was what the 

governing agency was intent on preventing, as this would have challenged the social contract 

(Bren, 2010; Havel, 1985). Those who did not vote were visited at home by an election 

committee and asked to cast their vote, on the presumption that they must have been too ‘sick’ to 

get to the election room. Citizens who opted to cast their vote behind the curtain in the election 

room, and not in front of the election committee, were similarly marked as suspicious (Měchýř, 

1999). What the term ‘political’ signified in the Eastern Bloc was redefined (Ash, 1991), as 

suddenly those who opted out, who did not go to vote, who did not place flags in public, who did 

not march, were the political ones, in a similar way to the Greengrocer’s act of revolt. And the 

majority of ordinary responsible citizens that followed the automatisms of elections, just as the 

Greengrocer used to do, were cast as apolitical. 

Editorials in Little Bee aimed to produce responsible childhoods, where children were 

expected to learn how to become responsible citizens, and how to act upon this notion of 

responsibility (I outline in the next chapter how this action was to occur). How these responsible 

childhoods were produced (by creating the child-victim), is indicated in many articles published 

by Little Bee about the Congress of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. Children were 

subjected to editorials about how the political leaders decided the future for all children, as they 

“discuss how to make things good, better and best, so the 7th Five-Year plan is fulfilled and 

everyone in the country has a good life” (Little Bee, 1981h, p. 2). After the Congress, one 

editorial outlined expectations for children: “even you, dear children, will have to fulfil your 

responsibilities to support our beautiful homeland” (Little Bee, 1981i, p. 2). Whilst it does not 

state explicitly how these responsible childhoods should look, it is clear from other texts that 

these expectations included being a good learner, telling the truth, wanting to become a Little 

Spark and Pioneer and supporting the Communist Party (Curriculum document, 1975, 1976). 

The notion of passing responsibility from the central leadership on to each child was aimed at 

producing responsible childhood subjectivities that were expected to share the “common 

communist education and care system” (Curriculum document, 1975, p. 3). Childhood 

subjectivities with moral and political responsibilities were part of the expected outcome of the 

Congress of the Communist Party, which proclaimed preschool education as critical, and 
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pursued a long-term plan to continuously raise the number of children enrolled in kindergartens 

(Curriculum document, 1975). 

Children also learnt about their childhoods through texts and poems that dealt with other 

children’s experiences, such as When I grow up, which was published under a banner that states 

‘Hooray to the XV Congress of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia!’ In it a little girl 

proclaims: “I’ll be wise, I’ll be brave and there is a lot of work in our country” (Little Bee, 

1976a, p. 7), as she promises to produce a new society through positive attitudes towards work. 

Similarly, the article Greetings to the Congress of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia 

claims that all advancements were produced and built under and by the Communist government, 

so that happy childhoods could exist and prevail. Little Bee portrayed how the children publicly 

supported the Congress with songs, and with the unity of all, portrays children “running together 

with dad, mum and the whole homeland” (Little Bee, 1976b, p. 4). The illustrations show happy 

children running on the grass with colourful flowers, alongside the smiling sun and the factory 

chimney as symbols of progress, work and happiness. So whilst the Congress cared about 

childhoods, it also expected, and needed, a certain subjectification from children in return. The 

political childhood subjectivities, as produced in this public discourse, are portrayed as 

responsible, hard working learners, who developed and cared about their relationship with their 

country, and who gladly followed a predetermined path to become Little Sparks and Pioneers 

(see picture 21).  

                                                  

               
Picture 21. Point of view: the kindergarten child is looking at her older sisters, the Pioneer and Little 
Spark. She cannot wait to join them (Little Bee, 1982c, p. 1). 
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Childhoods and Revolutions 

Little Bee produced childhood subjectivities that were immersed in and subjected to the history 

of the Communist Party and politics in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. The published articles 

emphasized the importance of revolutions, and conveyed messages about how violence must be 

used in order to achieve truth and justice. The stories and illustrations outlined such fairy tale 

notions as how good wins over evil, how the poor gain power over the rich, and how the 

hardworking, honest man celebrates victory over the selfish and lazy. The Great October 

Socialist Revolution, which led in 1917 to the establishment of the Soviet Union, was 

particularly celebrated in kindergartens. Whilst it happened in October in Russia, in the rest of 

the Western world it was already November, because the countries used different calendars. I 

remember how we were confused in my kindergarten as to why we celebrated this anniversary in 

November, when it was called the October Revolution. Moreover, November was also the month 

in which the whole country, and every kindergarten, celebrated Czechoslovak - Soviet friendship 

ties. Little Bee fully endorsed these celebrations and provided an in-depth conceptual framework, 

with examples, texts and illustrations, for teaching young children about them. 

 

   
Picture 22. Happy Soviet children celebrate the October Revolution in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1976d, p. 
16). 
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The childhood subjectivities produced by Little Bee were docile victims of a particular 

political knowledge. An article Great celebration introduces the children to the beginnings of the 

Soviet Union, as it tells how the befriended countries celebrated the 50th anniversary of its 

establishment together with the Soviet Union (Little Bee, 1972b). It outlines how all buildings 

were dressed up, and refers to the Soviet flags that hung from each apartment, store and office. 

An illustration shows a shining bright red star above the numbers ‘50’ on the Kremlin, and the 

text emphasizes that despite the cold weather all citizens gathered to celebrate – scientists, 

farmers, soldiers, students, sportsmen - all together, with many young children with flags, 

lampions and waving sticks. According to the story, children learnt about happy childhoods in 

the Soviet Union, as they listened to the adults shouting, “hooray, hooray, long live and blossom 

our beautiful country, our socialist homeland!” (Little Bee, 1972b, p. 5). This is one of the stories 

that teachers read with children. The teacher was expected to read the text whilst the children 

contributed to the story by identifying the pictures. Children were then expected to take part in 

these celebrations as the curriculum guidelines suggested: kindergartens should “use every 

opportunity to support the positive feelings and love towards Soviet Union” (Curriculum 

document, 1975, p. 21). Little Bee also published articles and illustrations of happy Soviet 

children that celebrated the October Revolution in carnival masks in front of the Kremlin (Little 

Bee, 1976d, see picture 22). In my kindergarten, the culture of dress-ups was an extremely 

popular part of the support march for the celebrations of this Revolution and the beginnings of 

the Soviet Union.   

Children responded to the experiences of teachers celebrating revolutions with them, and 

(allegedly) wrote letters that were published in Little Bee. One such letter describes how children 

acted as sailors on the battleship Aurora, where the October Revolution originated. The report 

concludes with the wish that these children would one day go to the Soviet Union to visit the real 

Aurora (Little Bee, 1977f). Aurora was a powerful symbol of the October Revolution depicted in 

poems. One poem outlined the events of how Lenin led the Revolution from the Aurora and 

stated how soldiers “fought for a new life, and thanks to wise Lenin, poverty vanished in the sea” 

(Little Bee, 1977a, p. 6). Another published letter from a kindergarten outlined how two Soviet 

army officers joined the children to celebrate the 60th anniversary of the October Revolution. 

Children were very excited as they could touch the soldiers’ machine guns and badges. The 

children 

… proudly stated how much they know about Lenin and their great country, about 
Uncle Lenin, and also, of what the Soviet flag looks like. The comrade teacher was 
filled with pride by her class. They bravely recited many poems and courageously 
sang a lot of songs (Little Bee, 1978c, p. 2). 

A visit from Vasil from Moscow was central to another kindergarten letter. In it Vasil tells the 

children beautiful stories about the Soviet Union and Soviet soldiers, and presents them with 
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badges and matryoshka dolls. The report outlines how children also share stories they had learnt, 

perhaps from Little Bee, in an act of reciprocity representing the expectation that “when all that 

is serious and important had been told, the children recited poetry and sang songs” (Little Bee, 

1978e, p. 3). 

These letters about the visits of soldiers and army officers encouraged other kindergartens, 

children and teachers, to also invite them, representing Havel’s (1985) notion of social auto-

totality analysed in chapter 3. I remember rehearsing songs and poetry for weeks to celebrate the 

soldiers’ visit in our kindergarten. When they finally came, they shared stories with us about 

army life, peace and the October Revolution and told us that all boys will have a chance to 

experience part of this important duty to the country and to peace during their compulsory army 

service. I remember how one of the Soviet soldiers told me that I would have to ‘gain some 

weight’ to be able to take part. The soldiers told us how they protect the peace, but we were 

mostly interested in the guns that they brought with them, which we were allowed to touch. 

These visits, alongside celebrations of revolutions, were important in the production of political 

childhood subjectivities that were expected to understand the importance of fighting for peace 

and defending their socialist homeland. However, Little Bee did not state that these Soviet 

soldiers were the post-Prague Spring army units stationed in Czechoslovakia to maintain order. 

How to Celebrate Childhood 

Editorials in Little Bee told children not only about issues such as politics, but similarly to the 

published stories, they also emphasised happy childhoods, as “our 60 year old homeland 

blossoms and grows to more and more beauty from day to day, particularly since the end of the 

War when the Soviet soldiers liberated it. Since then life in our Czechoslovak socialist republic 

is even more joyful and happy for everyone” (Little Bee, 1978i, p. 2). Children were presented 

with stories of happy childhoods in the Soviet Union, for example showing how children there 

celebrated the October Revolution. Through Little Bee children were encouraged to learn and 

perform songs and dances, and to join celebratory parades with lampions, and the editorial 

excitingly claimed that “we will meet there” (Little Bee, 1978h, p. 2), to help enforce the 

expected public participation. In my kindergarten we also practised songs and dances about the 

October Revolution, which we then performed for our parents. We recited poems such as 

October, which explained and celebrated how the workers overthrew the rule of rich people in 

St. Petersburg. The poem concluded that as an outcome of the victory “castles belong to 

everyone and no one is without work” (Little Bee, 1985e, p. 3), and emphasized the notion that 

the Revolution brought truth, work and happiness to everyone. Similar activities were carried out 

in other kindergartens (Kindergarten chronicle, 1960-1980, 1984-1988). 

Little Bee reminded teachers and parents which articles were suitable for celebrating the 

October Revolution with children, and how to make the knowledge in these texts relevant to 
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children (Little Bee, 1981e). Adults were advised that the pictures portraying the October 

Revolution motifs could be related to developing motor skills, and that a story by a Soviet writer 

could give a better understanding to children about the reality in the Soviet Union. It was 

suggested that the cover of Little Bee, illustrating revolutionary themes, could then be used to 

explore the founding history of the Soviet Union. The covers of Little Bee were effective tools to 

remind teachers and children about important political celebrations. One such idyllic picture 

showed the Kremlin with a child holding a flower, while the sun smiled on all of them. This 

front page of Little Bee was to congratulate the Soviet Union on the anniversary of the October 

Revolution. The poem on the cover emphasized the friendship between the Soviet Union and 

Czechoslovakia through an example of two children: “Far away is golden Moscow, and I have a 

friend there. Often I receive letters from him and now I know everything about him” (Little Bee, 

1982b, p. 1). 

Children were further exposed to stories about how childhoods, including their own, should 

be, through letters published in Little Bee. The teachers wrote how children “could not wait to 

share the promised tales about comrade Lenin” (Little Bee, 1986a, p. 15), as they were eager and 

excited to join the lampion parade to commemorate the anniversary of the October Revolution. 

Following this experience the teachers wrote that children and their teachers “made an exhibition 

of the toys and books, which children play with in the kindergarten in the Soviet Union” and 

“talked about the life of Soviet people, children - about how they value their families, homes, 

country, and how children are very bright” and “our children [in the kindergarten] wanted to be 

just like them” (p. 15). This letter was accompanied by a photograph of children building the 

ship Aurora, as they wanted to experience how Soviet children play; and a drawing made by a 

child, portraying how she experienced herself and other children during the parade: happy, 

smiling with balloons in hands. Similar letters and reports of how teachers and children together 

created an exhibition of artefacts and children’s drawings to celebrate the month of 

Czechoslovak - Soviet friendship, or how a kindergarten class went to visit an exhibition of 

Soviet books, further disseminated ideas about kindergartens, and I argue, about victimised 

childhoods (Little Bee, 1977e, 1981j). 

The Kindergarten chronicles captured how children responded to these celebrations through 

their artwork and art competitions. The chronicles described children during the celebrations as 

excited, happy, joyful and engaged, and teachers reported that “knowledge about the Soviet 

Union in all activities was transformed by children into art work”, with the most beautiful pieces 

being selected to enter competitions such as the ‘Soviet Union through children’s eyes’ 

(Kindergarten chronicle, 1945-1991). Little Bee promoted this competition, and the winners were 

acknowledged, celebrated and their work displayed, and later on even published (Little Bee, 

1977k). The Kindergarten chronicles also outlined how teachers and children marked this 
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friendship by creating ‘theme corners’ in the kindergarten. These ‘theme corners’ represented the 

Soviet culture through exhibitions of toys, Soviet books and paintings. As part of celebrations of 

the Czechoslovak-Soviet tie children also visited cinemas to watch movies about the October 

Revolution and the Soviet Union, and the older children prepared performances about the Soviet 

Union for the younger ones, parents, and local Communist leaders. Perhaps the most common 

celebrations occurred through children’s art works, and the Kindergarten chronicles proudly 

report on the success of this activity (Kindergarten chronicle, 1966-1989). 

Children’s artwork was another medium through which Little Bee portrayed how children felt 

about, and how they contributed to the celebrations of the October Revolution. The drawings 

published, illustrated what children thought about themselves in relation to the articles, plays and 

songs that were published in Little Bee. The themes that children explored in these pictures 

varied from the battleship Aurora, and the cannon that announced the Revolution, to drawings of 

happy childhoods that celebrated the October Revolution in Czechoslovakia and Moscow. Little 

Bee stated that many other pictures, apart from those that were published, were received, 

however only “the most beautiful will be published” (Little Bee, 1984d, p. 15). As is portrayed 

in my story at the beginning of this chapter, these art works were often the outcome of targeted 

activities that may have substituted for spontaneous art themes in children’s activities, to align 

them with the targets set by teachers and the Party (see picture 23). However, these published 

pictures presented to children how other children thought about and dealt with these subjects in 

their childhoods, and therefore shaped how and what the readers should think. 

 

 
Picture 23. Drawings of children celebrating the October Revolution (Little Bee, 1978a, pp. 8-9). 

How to Educate Children 

The magazine Little Bee evolved throughout the post-totalitarian era. During this time, it became 

common to have two editorials, one for children and the other for parents and teachers. The 
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children’s editorial focused on how and why children should celebrate various anniversaries and 

political events. For example, in one of them children could learn about Victorious February, and 

how the working class in Czechoslovakia gained power in the 1948 Revolution (Little Bee, 

1979e). In another editorial children learnt why everyone has “enough food, clothes, and many, 

many toys” in Czechoslovakia (Little Bee, 1982f, p. 15). The editorial addressed children with 

an imperious voice: 

And for you this is all natural. But you need to ask yourself why this is the case. It is 
because of your grandfathers and grandmothers who decided on the 25th of February, 
that we would build our country on socialism. That our country would go forward 
together with other socialist countries, but especially with the Soviet Union, on the 
road to advancement and peace (p. 15). 

The editorials for adults appeared next to the children’s editorial, and explored how teachers and 

parents could use the materials published in Little Bee to educate children, for example, about 

Victorious February, and thus to shape their childhoods. The editorial gives practical suggestions 

such as “in this issue, which has some materials devoted to Victorious February, we educate 

children about the flags of Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union in the section ‘To pre-

schoolers’” (Little Bee, 1982h, p. 15). The editors further determined the content to which 

children were subjected by promising that Little Bee would expose them to materials “which will 

be inclusive of demands of the educational system of the Socialistic Union of Youth for Little 

Sparks and Pioneers” (p. 15). This was carried out in kindergartens through activities such as art, 

plays, songs and games. Children were also taught that the 25th of February is one of the most 

important holidays in the country, as on that day the working class “extinguished poverty, 

hunger and unemployment. We started to build socialism, a new era, where everybody works 

hard so we can live a better, content life in peace” (Little Bee, 1979e, p. 2). Another editorial 

explained to children how happy their childhoods are, as the growing construction sites in 

Czechoslovakia allowed brand new suburbs to be built, with kindergartens and playgrounds. It 

finished with the line “Long live Victorious February”, as the February Revolution was 

recognized as a reason for post-totalitarian childhood happiness (Little Bee, 1981f, p. 2). These 

stories produced images for children of how they should think about themselves and their 

childhoods, and how to publicly display these feelings. 

Poems such as Victorious February were published in Little Bee with the intention that 

children would learn and recite them by heart in public (Little Bee, 1974e). This poem tells the 

story that all kindergarten children should know that in February the victory of the working class 

needs to be celebrated: “February is marked with red pen in the calendar, a great holiday of all 

workers, and every kindergarten child knows about it” (p. 8). Children should admire the 

workers who “took guns and thousands of them marched in the streets” so that “children have a 

happy life” (p. 8). In another poem February children are exposed to the notion that “there is 
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enough bread for everyone wherever the workers have the power” (Little Bee, 1978b, p. 7). Little 

Bee also published lyrics for songs, and teachers were encouraged to turn on the radio where 

songs such as Victorious February would be performed, to listen to the broadcasts with the 

children (Little Bee, 1977c). This song emphasized the idea that the Revolution was to “defend 

the country” (p. 7) and was accompanied by a picture of a rifle (see picture 24).  

Victorious February was incorporated into educational settings and considered to be an 

important celebration for children and young adults to take part in (Pioneer guidelines, 1985). 

Based on the articles published in Little Bee, teachers developed the notion of Victorious 

February and incorporated it into everyday plays, poems, songs, drawings and games. The 

quizzes about Victorious February were performed at ‘parent afternoons’, where children on the 

stage were asked questions about Lenin, the Revolutions and the Soviet Union. As a child I 

played many games where the workers won over the rich people, and my artwork collection 

contained many factories with smoking chimneys, red stars and hard-working, smiling workers. 

All of these activities reinforced the everyday production of political childhood subjectivities 

that cast the child as a victim through powerful forms of political subjectification in 

kindergartens. 

 

   
  Picture 24. The song Victorious February with illustrations (Little Bee, 1977c, p. 7). 

Concluding Comments 

The Ministry’s curriculum guidelines stated that kindergartens played certain roles in the 

construction of a “complete system of care and education for young children, which becomes an 

organic part of the whole communist care and education of children and youth” (Curriculum 

document, 1975, p. 3). In this chapter I have analysed parts of what the Czechoslovak socialist 
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curriculum referred to as a moral and political education, presented in the Ministry document as 

the beginning of ethical and political consciousness in line with the principles of socialist morals 

(Curriculum document, 1975). This moral education intended to produce political childhood 

subjectivities, 

… so each child before commencing primary school knew the most important rules 
of social behaviour, so it is able to proceed at an age appropriate level to experience 
the most important social and moral relationships of socialist society, collectivism, 
socialist patriotism and internationalism, socialist humanism and socialist discipline 
(Curriculum document, 1975, p. 19). 

I have outlined and analysed these stories and how they produced political childhood 

subjectivities with a particular position towards truth, justice and friendships. The accountable, 

responsible childhoods that were textually produced were formed as part of the public discourse, 

where everyone understood and recognized the common enemy. The children learnt about 

Lenin’s love of children, and of his support of the working class and its ‘truth’. Children were 

taught to think about themselves within this public discourse as future Pioneers and Little 

Sparks. Stories published in Little Bee, as presented to and told by children and teachers, were 

the public discourse in which the political childhood subjectivities were produced. Whilst these 

stories and illustrations engaged children with ideal role models, the teachers further developed 

the stories with the guidance of Ministry documents and political-ideological professional 

development (Kindergarten chronicle, 1945-1991, 1960-1980). The kindergarten chronicles 

featured the teachers’ farewell wish to those children transitioning to school, which captured the 

sentiment that teachers felt towards their role in forming political childhood subjectivities: “We 

wish you that you are successful in school and become useful members of our society” 

(Kindergarten chronicle, 1966-1989). Such societally important educational work was part of the 

production of childhoods. The texts and stories that I have discussed illustrate how the space of 

politics in kindergartens shaped childhoods through themes chosen specifically for children that 

were then implemented through their education. 

 ‘Socialism is a child’s smile’ was one of the banners that was often displayed near 

educational institutions. This child’s smile was a symbol of happy socialist childhoods. Whilst in 

kindergartens the care for children was generally evaluated as excellent, and children were 

smiling, in some cases the management critiqued some kindergarten teachers for a lack of 

political-ideological framing in their teaching (Kindergarten chronicle, 1979-1980). The power 

relations between teachers, parents, children and government agencies were very complex, 

uneven and decentralised. Unlike in the totalitarian childhoods analysed in the previous chapter, 

the post-totalitarian era produced complex power relations that operated differently on a public 

and private level. As Havel (1985) noted, all citizens, in all professions, produced the post-

totalitarian discourse. Havel’s notion of private and public lives, and the tension between ‘living 
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within a lie’ and ‘living within the truth’, is linked with the production of childhood 

subjectivities. I have explored how the stories published for children shaped political childhoods 

within this public discourse, where all children were victims that were subjectified through texts 

and stories. However, the passive political subjectivity of a victim, as a powerless recipient of 

knowledge and politics, and embraced within a governing ideology, cannot be separated from the 

subjectivity of one who supports the system. That is the focus of my next chapter, where I 

demonstrate how the childhood subjectivity of a supporter was produced at the same time as the 

subjectivity of a victim. Everyday childhoods were subjected to the notions of citizenship, 

becoming Little Sparks, Pioneers and defenders of borders and peace, as children that not only 

passively accepted, but actively responded to the production of their political subjectivities. 
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Chapter 7 

Child as a Supporter: Tanks, Borders and Little Sparks 
 

When implementing elements of defence education in kindergartens, it is important 
to work with children with a sense of purpose and focus, so children can quickly and 
fluently learn the desired protection protocols according to their physical and mental 
abilities. [Teachers] must lead children to develop positive attitudes towards people 
and institutions, which lead them to care about protection, defence and security in 
our society (Curriculum document, 1976, p. 7). 

Also we, Little Sparks and Pioneers, want to commemorate the important 
anniversary of our homeland - the 35th anniversary of our liberation by the Soviet 
army, with our rigorous school work. We join with the whole state of workers, our 
fathers and mothers, in attempting the most beautiful fulfilment of the tasks of the 
sixth Five-year-plan expressed through the statement: “In the sixth Five-year-plan, 
everybody will give a little bit more”. We join this competition, and we will fulfil it 
with the following pioneer deeds… (Pioneer chronicle, 1978-1980). 

 

Introduction 

In chapter 6 I began analysing Havel’s notion of how all citizens, including children, were the 

victims and at the same time the supporters of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, and I argued that 

victim subjectivities were produced through the stories published in Little Bee. This chapter 

directly responds to that argument, as I now problematize how children actively participated in 

the making of the post-totalitarian era, and how they became both produced by and producers of 

the society and of the dominant political public discourse. I argue that the process of 

subjectification of children as supporters, in a Havelian sense, cannot be seen separately from the 

production of victim subjects, as these two subject positions were simultaneously produced 

within the dominant discourse of post-totalitarian kindergartens. In this chapter I continue to 

analyse the stories published in Little Bee, which contributed to this subjectification of children 

within the dominant discourse of the post-totalitarian public spaces that kindergartens inhabited. 

The overarching argument of the chapter charts the way that post-totalitarian childhoods were 

shaped through children’s stories, magazines and literature that portrayed the anticipation and 

excitement of children at the prospect of becoming a Little Spark and a Pioneer. Kindergarten 

teachers read stories with the children that spoke about their futures and about the experiences 

that awaited them. The kindergartens were spaces that prepared children to become citizens and 

new members of the organised youth institutions of Little Sparks and Pioneers. Kindergarten 

children were visited by Little Spark and Pioneer groups, who further contributed to process of 

subjectification that positioned children as supporters of the system, as the Little Spark and 

Pioneer children role modelled the positive outcomes of children’s kindergarten education and 
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experiences. I remember when Pioneers came to my kindergarten. It was a powerful moment, as 

they talked to us about the exciting future that awaited us, the kindergarten children. The 

Pioneers told us about their experiences as Pioneers, and about how our homeland needed us, as 

there was so much work to do for us all together. The Pioneers painted this vision to us, played 

games with us that were filled with fun and laughter, and told stories that filled us with a sense of 

belonging and honour. On such days, we caught a glimpse of how our childhoods would 

effectively contribute to the system once we started school, and we saw ourselves through the 

stories, as the future Little Sparks. The Pioneers warned us about how we should behave, and I 

remember how they told us that the way we play in the kindergarten is an important step towards 

becoming a Little Spark. They emphasised that we should always listen to, and obey, our 

comrade teachers and our parents. We could not wait to join the ranks of what appeared in our 

eyes as powerful Little Sparks and Pioneers. 

The Pledge 

The Pioneer organisation was a technology of post-totalitarian government that shaped and 

organized childhoods. The Pioneer organisation was founded by a branch of the communist 

government after the change of political systems in 1948, with a clear ideological sense, as it 

“aimed to educate and raise broadly educated and mindful citizens” (Wölfelová, 1988, p. 9). The 

purpose of the Pioneer organisation was to ideologically guide children, to produce them as 

responsible citizens, and to encourage them to actively contribute towards the good of the greater 

society. The Pioneer organisation directed and controlled children’s activities in schools and 

through after school programmes. Post-totalitarian childhoods were therefore part of the wider 

economic relations that focused on outcomes, as these childhoods were purposefully produced to 

contribute to the development of socialism. Thus the role of the Pioneer organisation was to 

navigate childhoods, as 

[o]nly the practical results and behaviour of boys and girls, in their employment and 
studies, together with their civic opinions, are a measure of the true and final 
effectiveness of the entire work of children’s and youth’s organisations … The 
sacrifice of working for socialism and responsible relationships through their studies, 
as well as of fulfilling their civic duties are the proof then, that a young person has 
realised his place in society, and is united with the ideas and praxis of socialism in 
his brain and heart, claims this society as his, and wants to be a good caretaker 
(Pioneer guidelines, 1985, p. 21). 

As a technology of government the Pioneer organisation officially governed childhoods, and 

aimed to form loyal and economically productive post-totalitarian citizens. All children were 

expected to join this organization and to be governed by its rules and principles. First, as they 

entered the school, they joined as Little Sparks, whose mission statement was that every ‘Little 

Spark wants to be a Pioneer’. Then, upon making a public pledge, Little Sparks became Pioneers 
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governed by laws such as that each ‘Pioneer is devoted to his socialist homeland and to the 

Communist Party of Czechoslovakia’, as was written in my Pioneer identification card (see 

picture 3). 

The purpose of the Pioneer institution was to unite all children under common ideological 

principles, and to produce them as socialist citizens according to the Pioneer laws. Post-

totalitarian childhoods were exposed to the complex power struggles and rhetoric of the 

economic and political supremacy of the Eastern bloc over the Western countries through this 

institution (Svatoš, 1978b). Thus, the Pioneer organisation governed and formed children as 

citizens with an unquestioning trust and belief in the system and their role as supporters of its 

ideological framework. Kindergartens were spaces where children were prepared for their 

membership of the Pioneer organisation, and the visits by Little Sparks and Pioneers supported 

this preparation. Pioneers shaped kindergarten children through their stories, thoughts and 

experiences, which complemented the texts published in Little Bee. Children were prepared to 

become Little Sparks and Pioneers from an early age, to contribute as early as possible, to the 

‘building’ of their homeland and to the construction of the system, and their pictures revolved 

around these themes (see picture 25). 

As a child, I too was a member of the Pioneer organisation, and I have a distinct memory of 

five laws, which I had to know by heart, and swear to live by. I pledged the Pioneer oath in front 

of the Soviet Union War Memorial in Bratislava, together with thousands of other children, in 

the presence of the Communist Party leaders. I have a vivid memory of making this pledge as a 

young schoolboy, as thousands of other young children stood in lines and spoke up and recited 

all together: ‘I pledge in front of my comrades, that I will work, learn, and live according to the 

Pioneer laws, so I will be a good citizen in my beloved homeland, the Czechoslovak Socialist 

Republic, and with my deeds I will protect the honour of the Pioneer organisation of the Socialist 

Union of Youth’. I remember how happy I was as I pledged the Pioneer oath. I had a warm 

feeling of belonging, which was further emphasized by the Czechoslovak president Husák, who 

addressed all Pioneers in the name of the Communist Party. The Party promised us a future and a 

happy childhood for all children. The newly produced Little Sparks and Pioneers actively 

implemented these notions into their kindergarten childhoods, as affirmed by president Husák in 

an address to the Pioneers: 

Pioneer girls and boys! You are on the right track. Learn and work according to the 
Pioneer law, as you promised in your pledge. Follow the example of the best sons 
and daughters of our nations, who devoted their lives to honourable work and to the 
fight for advancements and for socialism. Love your homeland and the Pioneer 
organisation. Think about how to make the life of all Pioneer collectives even more 
interesting, more useful to you and more prosperous for our society. Bring into your 
ranks another thousand boys and girls, so they can also spend their Pioneer years in 
happiness. Prove every day, that you deserve to be a Pioneer (Husák, cited in Svatoš, 
1978a, p. 9).  
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Each Little Spark and Pioneer pledged to be part of this organized childhood institution, as an 

essential step to becoming a socialist citizen. Children became bearers of certain characteristics, 

as they served and protected the homeland, and helped to preserve the peace and build a strong 

economy. Children actively participated as supporters and producers of the post-totalitarian 

system. Through its kindergarten education, the child became a supportive, productive citizen. 

The stories in Little Bee support this as a happy and special occasion, where kindergarten 

childhoods were produced as a promise of this future. 

 

      
   Picture 25. Published children’s drawings of Pioneers in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1984a, pp. 12-13). 

Big Day for Little Sparks 

Little Bee published many texts and stories about becoming Pioneers and Little Sparks. One of 

them was the multi-layered story Big Day, which followed the events leading up to the moment 

of a child receiving the Little Sparks’ badge (Little Bee, 1978d). The text is written and 

illustrated in a celebratory tone and highlights a special day in the life of a child in the post-

totalitarian society. Within the story, children learn the Little Sparks’ oath by heart and they 

nervously try not to make a mistake. Their nervousness is juxtaposed with the excitement of 

meeting Pioneers and receiving the Little Sparks’ badge from them. The story also emphasises 

certain skills that every Little Spark needs to acquire, such as getting up early, preparing special 

clothes a day ahead, re-visiting previously learnt knowledge, recognizing state symbols, and 

having the skills and willingness to help parents. In the story Big Day children are excited to be 

joining this childhood organisation and Pioneer Zuzka presents a child with a Little Sparks’ 

badge.                           

Big Day was published in a format that encouraged children’s participation. Kindergarten 

children did not know how to read, and therefore Big Day has pictures in some places instead of 

words (see picture 26). The text is written in an interactive style with the expectation that an 

adult will read it to children, who than add the words represented by pictures. This joint activity 

between teachers and children in the kindergarten supported the enthusiasm and excitement of 

becoming a Little Spark. The Big Day story told children about childhoods like theirs, and 

outlined to them how other children of their age, within the same realities, think and feel about 
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their future childhoods in the post-totalitarian system. The story suggests to readers that every 

child wants to be like their role models, the Little Sparks and Pioneers.  

The kindergarten children cannot be understood as being merely subjugated by the teachers 

and by what may appear to be sheer propaganda. Children were active in and creators of their 

own childhoods, and children’s literature portrayed them as wanting to be like the Pioneers, their 

heroes. The Pioneers were depicted as having a reliable sense of the ideological truth, they were 

expected to have sharp values, a clear understanding of what is ‘good’ knowledge, and how to 

apply it. Good knowledge would, as the National Pioneer Conference established in 1970, 

promote socialist citizenship and the ideology of Marxism-Leninism around the world, 

supporting the ruling class of workers in the post-totalitarian society (Pioneer guidelines, 1982). 

Little Bee promoted a clear and very transparent understanding of how children would become 

Pioneers and Little Sparks. To celebrate the 35th anniversary of the Pioneer organisation, 

teachers and parents were guided to explain it and to prepare children for this occasion. Little 

Bee outlined the importance of maintaining continued education for socialist citizenship (Little 

Bee, 1984e). The Pioneer organisation represents the future of children as soon as they enrol in 

school, where children “will prepare for entry into this institution” which is described as a 

“voluntary mass children’s social organisation” that functions with the support of adults and 

young adults (Little Bee, 1984e, p. 15). Little Bee further promoted the purpose of the Pioneer 

organisation as to 

… create a happy childhood for children, to raise the youngest generation with the 
support of an organised youth group and under the leadership of the Communist 
Party, in the spirit of the ideas of socialism and communism, and of the rules of 
socialist patriotism and internationalism, and to prepare the new generation by 
actively involving children in constructing the new society (p. 15). 

Within the Pioneer organisation children were expected to “actively work and experience happy 

childhoods with thousands of boys and girls” (Little Bee, 1984e, p. 15). The purpose of this 

institution and its social, moral and political function is recognised in the statement of how 

“children are learning to be part of the collective and conform with the interests of society” (p. 

15). The notion of a child becoming a Little Spark as a valued part of their childhood was 

expected to be embedded within every child’s education in the post-totalitarian society, as this 

organization “respects the harmonious development of the child within the intentions of 

communist care and upbringing, to maximise and use all positive aspects of a child’s 

personality” (p. 15). To accomplish this task Little Bee used pictures of animals to emphasize 

particular characteristics and abilities. Children were supposed to learn by animal examples what 

essential knowledge was and how they were expected to behave as Little Sparks. By publicly 

acting and playing these games, and reading these stories, children thus actively supported and 

co-produced their own childhoods, and prepared themselves for their destiny, as depicted by 
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children’s magazines and kindergarten education. And, I argue in this chapter, they became 

supporters of the post-totalitarian system and its ideology in doing so. 

 

 
Picture 26. The story Big Day published in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1978d, pp. 8-9). 

The Hero Called Pioneer 

Children were active in producing their post-totalitarian childhoods. The promise of becoming a 

Little Spark and Pioneer was regularly represented in poems, stories, and illustrations published 

in Little Bee, as powerful symbols of kindergarten childhoods. One edition of Little Bee was 

even fully devoted to celebrations of the anniversary of the Pioneer organisation (Little Bee, 

1974k). This monothematic issue targeted the kindergarten audience with pictures, games, 

stories, songs and poems, and was presented to children through the metaphor of a long Pioneer 

train. The story starts on the cover with a picture of a train filled with happy, smiling Pioneers in 

their uniforms. Outside on the platform, looking up admiringly at their heroes, are the excited 

kindergarten children (see picture 27).  

Children are presented as excited and happy. Throughout this issue, children are smiling as 

they look at the picture of the giant Little Sparks’ badge, which accompanies the poem Little 

Spark. The poem claims “red, little star, is like the spark of a flame, whether I am learning or 

playing, it always provides warmth in my heart” (Little Bee, 1974h, p. 4). And the kindergarten 

heroes, the Pioneers, are marching down the meadow, smiling, happy, reciting a poem about 

their homeland, their commitment to the Party and the promise that they have taken: “Thank you 

our [Communist] Party, for the warmth, for the light, and we a make a decisive promise, that you 

will always find support in us” (Little Bee, 1974l, p. 9). Similarly, in another poem the 

kindergarten children make a promise to be devoted and faithful future citizens, stating “my dear 

homeland, in this celebration I pledge to you, that I will give you whatever is in my power. 

Strenuous, strong in work and play, my homeland will always be beautiful and I will be your 

Pioneer” (Little Bee, 1974g, p. 8). Kindergarten children also admire the Pioneer in uniform, as 

he salutes to them, and a poem explains to children that Pioneers will take them to school, 
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support them, help them at work and provide them with guidance and understanding. Pioneers 

are presented to children as their “true friends, and only these kind of children can wear a 

Pioneers’ [red] scarf” (Little Bee, 1974j, p. 9). This special issue concludes with the story of a 

child who had a Pioneer role model, his older sibling Daniel. The boy admires everything that 

Daniel could do, demonstrating the formation of ideal images of being a Pioneer for kindergarten 

children. Through this children’s literature, Pioneers were presented as heroes. 

This issue of Little Bee exemplifies how Pioneers and Little Sparks played an essential role in 

the production of childhoods through their active relationship with kindergartens. Little Bee 

reported on how Pioneers and Little Sparks come to kindergarten not only to play with children, 

but also to support and teach them the knowledge that Pioneers considered to be significant to 

share (Little Bee, 1974i). The Pioneers told children about their future and formed their sense of 

duty. Little Bee informed children that Pioneers and Little Sparks would “talk about what they 

have done in the past, and what current Pioneers will do for our dear socialist country. We can be 

proud of their deeds!” (Little Bee, 1979f, p. 2). A different story described how a little boy 

Martin is told by his older sister, Olinka, that it is her celebration today. He did not know what 

celebration; so he raised this question in the kindergarten. The teacher understood, and explained 

to children that all Pioneers and Little Sparks had a celebration today, and that all kindergarten 

children support this celebration and together create presents for Pioneers. Martin was very 

happy, when his Pioneer sister Olinka told him: ”When you grow up, you will also become a 

Little Spark and then you will have a celebration as all Little Sparks and Pioneers in our country 

do” (Little Bee, 1980b, p. 9). Children were portrayed as supporting each other in the production 

of their own childhoods. 

Kindergarten childhoods were governed through notions of heroes like those underpinning 

Little Sparks and Pioneers, and the children portrayed in Little Bee could not wait to become one 

of them, and to actively participate in supporting their homeland. Little Bee published a letter 

written by a child called Vladko, who wondered when he would finally become a Little Spark 

and Pioneer, as his two older siblings were already members of the organisation and were 

enjoying it very much (Little Bee, 1977i). Little Bee responded that little Vladko could join his 

sisters once he reached school age, and then he would become first a Little Spark, and then 

finally a Pioneer. They further explained to Vladko, and to all kindergarten children that 

… Little Sparks are smart, skilled, and well behaved children, that want to know and 
explore things around them. For example, Little Sparks know who the Czechoslovak 
president is and where he resides. They know our national songs, they help their 
parents, they know how to sew a button and many other, different things (Little Bee, 
1977h, p. 15). 

Through a response to this letter Little Bee prompted children to think about what is considered 

to be proper and important knowledge within their education and childhood. Little Bee further 
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stated, “you will know all of these things and become an exemplary Little Spark” (p. 15). This 

promise of a future belonging, and shared citizenship was emphasized by pictures of badges, 

which could be gained through membership in these childhood organizations. In this way, 

children could familiarize themselves with them, and look forward to receiving them, in order to 

actively participate in their aim to become members. Pioneers were portrayed as friends of all 

children: “Do you envy them for their light blue shirts, pioneer scarves and badges?” Little Bee 

asked children and encouraged the notion that Pioneers understand children’s feelings (Little 

Bee, 1981c, p. 15). Children are then asked to achieve the Pioneer motto of this year, as Little 

Bee speaks for them: “We will prove our love towards our homeland with useful work for 

socialism” (p. 15). Little Bee further suggested that kindergarten children should implement this 

motto by inviting Pioneers to the kindergarten, and debated with them how the Pioneer 

organisation works, how kindergarten children can support Pioneers, and how Pioneers can 

support the children. “What do you think? Will it be a nice meeting?” asks Little Bee (p. 15). 

Little Bee thus portrayed children as public, active subjects that participate in the production of 

their own and others’ subjectivities. 

 

 
Picture 27. Pioneer train on the cover of Little Bee (Little Bee, 1974k). 
 

In addition, Little Bee published songs about Little Sparks and Pioneers, which kindergarten 

children were expected to learn. The song When I become a Little Spark tells a story about a little 

girl, who reflects on her future, and how she will become a Little Spark. She is very excited as 

she looks forward to all her experiences at school, and to receiving a lot of praise from her 

parents as she gains new knowledge (Little Bee, 1981a). Teachers and parents were supposed to 

explain to preschool children about what it means to be a Pioneer and Little Spark, and to 
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prepare them for becoming a part of that institution “where kindergarten children gain new 

pleasures” (Little Bee, 1983c, p. 15). Little Bee informed teachers how they should care for and 

educate children, and suggested that they should establish connections with the local primary 

school. At the primary schools, teachers were encouraged to network with Pioneer leaders, and 

to strengthen the links with the Pioneer organisation (Little Bee, 1982j). This was intended to 

prompt kindergarten children to learn more about Pioneers, and to gain knowledge about 

citizenship, and actively participate in their education. 

Children at all educational levels were actively engaged in the production of political 

childhood subjectivities, and the published texts and stories in Little Bee guided children about 

how their childhood should look, how they should feel about particular subjects, and how they 

should think about their engagement with the system and its ideology. Children were the 

productive powerful actors that shaped their post-totalitarian childhoods. 

Celebratory Streets 

I indicated how the concept of work was represented in the children’s literature of the totalitarian 

era in chapter 5. Work also dominated many stories and articles in Little Bee in the post-

totalitarian society, however it was more invisible, hidden under layers of beautiful pictures and 

glimpses of happy childhoods. Work was usually manifested through holidays such as May Day, 

which celebrated work, the working class and peace. In the annual May Day parade, citizens 

were expected to march through the squares and streets, singing, celebrating work, waving 

posters and flags at government and Communist Party leaders, as they stood on the tribune 

above, waving back. Children marched with flags and balloons alongside the adults. The stories 

and illustrations published in Little Bee presented children as eager to join these celebrations, 

which were portrayed as enjoyable activities. For example, Little Bee portrayed a family in the 

process of getting ready for the May Day parade: dad fixes his tie, while mum helps to dress up 

the little children. They all march together, proudly carrying flags and balloons, and joining the 

parade with thousands of happy citizens that had come to celebrate work. As they all return 

home smiling, the son announces to the dad: “Now I understand, why spring is the most 

beautiful time of the year!” (Little Bee, 1980i, p. 16). As a child, I was also part of the May Day 

parades, in crowds of thousands of children, waving flags, smiling and cheering. 

Children were essential cogs in the performance of the May Day parade and celebrations. The 

themes of peace, work and the May Day parade appeared in every volume of Little Bee. Little 

Bee often portrayed children as taking part in the parade on its cover, with Czechoslovak and 

Soviet flags above their heads, and even infants in a pram decorated with flags. The illustrations 

in Little Bee produced ideas about how children should behave and think about themselves 

during the May Day parade. These parades represented innocent and happy childhoods, as cute 

children played in the meadow, surrounded by flowers, birds and trees in a romanticised way and 
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ideal pastoral environment. Children waved with flags and flowers, and enjoyed the tranquillity 

of the beautiful May Day (Little Bee, 1979d). They were portrayed as excited and happy, and 

their childhoods were depicted as in harmony with nature, as they waved with enthusiasm to the 

child reader of Little Bee. Similarly, another cover of Little Bee portrays a happy family during 

the May Day parade. While mum plays a harmonica, dad has a boy on his shoulders proudly 

holding Czechoslovak and Soviet flags. Their daughter, dressed as a Pioneer in her red scarf, 

smiles and holds balloons in an idyllic image of a happy, stereotypical post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovak family (Little Bee, 1980j). This represented the public, expected, unsurprising 

ideal of the celebration of work in the May Day parade, in which children, as its active 

supporters, took the central role. The accompanying poem recounts the experience of a 

kindergarten child, to remind all children of how they should actively participate in society as 

good citizens: “I was dressed by my mummy, in celebratory clothes, my father took me on his 

back, and walked with me through the celebratory streets” (Little Bee, 1980d, p. 1). 

Furthermore, stories such as The First of May emphasised how citizens, adults and children, 

were part of the public sphere that created the platform of support for this celebration day. In the 

story “thousands of people suddenly were calling with a strong voice and waving with flags: 

Hooray, Hooray, Glory, Glory!” (Little Bee, 1972a, p. 9). These Little Bee stories, which 

teachers read with kindergarten children, represented their active enthusiasm and engagement in 

celebrations. Children were governed through these stories, and the subjectification of 

childhoods was linked with the children’s understanding of how they should participate and 

engage in the parades. Little Bee provided children with a clear idea of how other children 

behaved and celebrated May Day through the illustrations in the story The First of May that 

portrayed how children should experience and perceive themselves within their own childhoods. 

Stories like these produced images of public childhoods, of happy, excited children having fun 

and waving Czechoslovak and Soviet flags, balloons, and colourful sticks, as they marched in the 

parades. These were illustrations of the childhood supporters of the system. 

The First of May was only one of the stories that portrayed children as active participants of 

the May Day parade. Little Bee published poems that children were to learn and recite by heart. 

These poems highlighted the experience of being a kindergarten child, and how children should 

feel and behave when they marched in the May Day parade, with the sun smiling and streets 

filled with exciting noise as “the pre-schoolers are singing the swinging May song” (Little Bee, 

1974c, p. 6). Another poem focused on the experience of a child in a May Day parade. His mum 

gives him two flags, one of which was Czechoslovak, and the other was red “from the lands of 

our friends, from the great country of Soviets” (Little Bee, 1974d, p. 6). The dilemma the child 

faced of having to select which flag to use in the May Day parade was resolved with the decision 

to use both at the same time. The “sea of flags” and “marching youth” (Little Bee, 1978f, p. 12) 
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was used in another poem to vividly portray the implications of the march for children. In the 

poem post-totalitarian childhoods were represented through illustrations of blossoming trees that 

symbolised not only spring and May, but also new beginnings and youth. The child’s voice was 

strong and spoke to all readers of Little Bee: “I have a red shirt, I have a red beret, and when I am 

a little bit older, I’ll be with them in the front” (p. 12). These lines gave a compelling promise of 

the bright future all children could expect. The beautiful, hopeful and peaceful future, with a 

promise of work for all, was celebrated and children were reminded of how they should position 

themselves towards these notions through texts, poems, songs and illustrations (see pictures 28 

and 29).  

Little Bee informed children how all citizens prepared for the celebration of the May Day, and 

how they should be dressed, behave and feel about themselves (Little Bee, 1982g). The article 

implores children to be neatly dressed, to have their flags and waving sticks ready, and to join 

the parade together with their mums and dads, as it would be a parade of “happiness, relaxation 

and peace” (p. 15). Similar messages were conveyed through illustrations of kindergarten 

children, walking, neatly dressed in the parade, waving flags, sticks and balloons. The text asks 

children to count the amount of flags, balloons or waving sticks used in the parade when they 

joined in with their parents. Little Bee admitted that this task would be very difficult, if not 

impossible for pre-schoolers, as children would struggle with counting in such a huge mass. The 

suggestion is then altered to focus instead on guessing what is most represented in the parade – 

flags, balloons or sticks, and to colour them accordingly in the illustration (Little Bee, 1983e). 

Children were thus actively engaged in supporting the march as the youngest, and at the same 

time the most celebrated participants. The childhood subjectivity of a supporter was produced on 

many levels: on a physical level by being part of the march, on an emotional level through their 

engagement with the crowd and the celebrations, and on a cognitive level through the games and 

counting. 

Songs were also used to focus on how children should experience May Day. The focus on 

rituals associated with the May Day parade was emphasized as children learnt through one song 

how to march with their feet “left, right” so they would fit in with the parade (Little Bee, 1980f, 

p. 9). Another song explained to children how important it is to wave their flags when they 

march, and to identify with the working class: “Children, children have you seen how many flags 

were above our heads? Our working class people have raised them as the May Day celebration 

approached” (Little Bee, 1979c, p. 8). The friends of the working class, the Pioneers, join them 

as expected, and the song asks the rhetorical question “and where are all those beautiful songs 

and blue shirts from? Young boys and happy girls came with them” (p. 8). The song makes the 

point that if any naïve child would raise the question “why do people around the world celebrate 

May Day? Because it is a celebration of work, and do not ask me more!” (p. 8). On the surface 
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the abrupt answer ‘do not ask me more’ meant that while the song does not teach children more, 

the teachers in kindergarten through the stories in Little Bee explained May Day in detail, as a 

celebration of the notion of work, of the working class, values and life style of the socialist 

citizens as active producers of their childhoods. 

 

     
Picture 28. Little Bee covers: the children, and the whole family, celebrate May Day and engage in the 
parade (Little Bee, 1979a, p. 1; 1980d, p. 1). 

No Cakes without Work 

The articles in Little Bee therefore portrayed children as devoted supporters of the post-

totalitarian system, and expected them to march in support of the notion of work. The celebration 

of work on May Day was often linked with educating children about desired working class 

professions. Kindergarten children were expected to know what their parents do, and how they 

contribute to building and defending the homeland. The importance of knowing the working 

class professions was also presented to children in a letter published in Little Bee, where the 

teacher describes how a miner visited the kindergarten. The teacher starts her letter with a quote 

by the miner: “There are no cakes without work” (Little Bee, 1982l, p. 14). This is an old folk 

saying, and when used in the kindergarten setting it emphasizes the importance of work, the 

reward of work and reasons for celebrating work. The letters published in Little Bee clearly 

indicate that kindergarten teachers used the poems, articles and guidelines published in the 

educational process. 

Letters from kindergarten teachers published in Little Bee further produced the public 

discourse of childhoods and children’s subjectification as active supporters and producers of the 

system. Through these letters children learnt how other children had responded to ideas 

published in the previous issues of Little Bee (Little Bee, 1986b). For example, a letter from one 

kindergarten outlined how children were very excited about the competition organised to 

celebrate the 17th Congress of the Communist Party, which asked ‘What do our dads do, and 

what do our mums do?’ Teachers proudly reported that “Monika’s dad is a miner, Erika’s a cook 
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and Martin’s a driver” (p. 15), as children expressed the desired and celebrated professions. In 

the letter, teachers also wished for “stable peace for all children” (p. 15), which they supported 

by marching in the May Day parade. Another letter described how kindergarten children actively 

celebrated the friendship with the Soviet Union. The children not only proudly decorated the 

kindergarten, but together with the teachers they established a ‘red corner’ with toys, books and 

pictures, to celebrate the friendship with the Soviet Union. In addition, “children performed a 

rich cultural programme … and their impressions were manifested in paintings and drawings 

during the afternoon activities” (p. 15). These letters published in Little Bee were read in 

kindergartens, and through them children perceived how they could and should defend and 

support their homeland (Little Bee, 1986b). 

 

 
Picture 29. Children marching and waving in the May Day parade (Little Bee, 1983e, pp. 12-13). 
 

I too was an active supporter of the post-totalitarian system. I remember the feeling of 

excitement of marching down the square during the May Day parade. In the late 1980s, when I 

was in primary school, I had a more profound experience of May Day celebrations. As pupils, 

we were asked to write a short essay on how we spent May Day. We were expected to write 

about marching down the main square, celebrating the workers, the Communist system and the 

concept of work. I had co-written my essay with my school friend and described a story about 

how we spent May Day making a lot of money by collecting empty beer and other alcohol 

bottles left behind in the streets by the celebrating workers, and returning them to the shop for a 

refund. The position that we took towards this mass celebration created a tension between the 

teacher and ourselves. The teacher asked us ‘Do you really think that this is an appropriate way 

to spend May Day?’, suggesting in her response that there was a right and wrong way to spend 

that day. She questioned us on our position in the matter, and taught us what we should do, think 

and write about our experience during the May Day parade. Instead of failing us, our teacher 

asked us to write another essay, addressing the prescribed themes. The second essay received a 
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good grade, but did not represent what actually happened on May Day. However, the teacher 

was not interested in how we had actually spent May Day. She was concerned with how it would 

be spoken about publicly, as she was perhaps worried that she would be judged based on our 

work. In the post-totalitarian era there truly were no cakes without having first done the work. 

Havel (1985) analysed how the post-totalitarian society was different from the totalitarian 

society in that the governing agencies and their forces were no longer concerned with what 

people thought, but with how they behaved in public. This control of citizens, and therefore also 

of children, is achieved through conformity and agreement with the social contract, which 

citizens and children fulfil by writing publicly appropriate essays and participating in May Day 

parades. So what occurred in public was essential and counted as the truth in the post-totalitarian 

era. For the post-totalitarian system it was imperative that children participated in the march and 

were engaged with ideas that constructed the public sphere from their kindergarten. How 

children engaged with these ideas outside of the public gaze was of minimal concern in the post-

totalitarian system. 

Moulding the Body 

Children demonstrated their active support of the system not only by marching in the May Day 

parade, but also by practising the routine called Spartakiad in kindergartens, under the guidance 

of their teachers. Spartakiad (derived from the name of the rebel-slave Spartacus) was a 

presentation and demonstration of a public mass of human bodies, where close to one million 

adults and children performed choreographed exercises and gymnastics on a huge stadium every 

five years, as the rest of the country was expected to watch, admire and cheer. Citizens, workers 

and children rehearsed these complex performances for a long time in factories, schools and 

kindergartens. When I was in kindergarten I was also part of the Spartakiad rehearsals alongside 

other children, all dressed up in the same clothes, practising and preparing for this event. We 

practised the same moves as the whole country, usually in a classroom in front of the TV, which 

showed the correct routine. Our childhood bodies were moulded as a united collective of 

children, trained to perform the same moves to the same songs, creating a link between 

participation and conformity in the public sphere. Little Bee published reports from Spartakiad 

rehearsals, and portrayed children as happy units that followed the required orders, and publicly 

displayed the desired behaviour.  

Little Bee educated parents and teachers about Spartakiad, and reminded them that citizens 

should be proud of this mass exercise, as no other country had organized or created mass 

performances in the way that Czechoslovakia did (Little Bee, 1985d). The creators of Spartakiad 

“combined playfulness with intentional exercises, acrobatics with looseness, while allowing an 

individual contribution” (p. 15). Teachers provided guidance to the Spartakiad rehearsals in 

kindergartens, where children were taught to use props during performances. These included 



149 

kites and building instruments which children used to construct various configurations during the 

rehearsals. The rationale was to express a “happy life of children in peace, during play, sports 

and in preparation for future work” (p. 15). The importance of Spartakiad was emphasised as 

being “more than just exercise”, and that one of the outcomes was to prepare children for 

“meaningful work” (p. 15). Children practising the routine supported peace and the public image 

of happy socialist childhoods. 

Reports from the kindergartens described how consistent and successful these rehearsals 

were, and how the comrade teacher’s support was important to children’s learning of proper 

routines. Little Bee also featured stories and games that included notions of Spartakiad. For 

example, the story Spartakiad published in Little Bee describes in detail how children dressed, 

and identifies that all children had a white singlet, red shorts and white plastic sneakers (Little 

Bee, 1975g). The children were jumping over white bricks and exercised with them, and 

subsequently, in order to celebrate work and workers used them to construct a huge house. 

Soviet and Czechoslovak flags waved in the air while the proud parents, and spectators at the 

stadium, shouted “Glory to the young builders!” and “Long live Spartakiad” (p. 12). Children 

who did not make it on to the stage practiced the same routine in the kindergartens and schools. 

Little Bee informed parents “in the kindergartens children are preparing and practising 

routines for Spartakiad together with parents and individually, with hoops. We know, that you 

love to move, love to exercise and are happily preparing your Spartakiad programmes” (Little 

Bee, 1980k, p. 2). This article further wishes children good luck in practising Spartakiad in 

public spaces and in front of an audience. The reports from kindergartens portrayed children as 

actively rehearsing, as they were “already looking forward to Spartakiad” (Little Bee, 1980a, p. 

3). In the post-totalitarian era Spartakiad performances shifted their focus from adults and older 

children to also including kindergarten children, who became an essential part of the 

performances. Children, as Little Bee reminded parents and teachers, are under the protective and 

guiding wings of adults: “little children on the shoulders of their parents were transformed into 

circling planes. From this height they see far away, in the ideological sense they have seen all the 

way to the future” (Little Bee, 1985d, p. 15). 

Fairy tales were used as a format to shape children as obedient supporters of this routine of 

public behaviour. One such fairy tale was published as a poem in Little Bee and was called 

Hooray to Spartakiad (Little Bee, 1980c). The story is about a mouse that lives in the 

kindergarten. She carefully observes children as they rehearse the Spartakiad routine. The mouse 

is proud of herself for knowing and practising the routine just as well as the children. In the story 

the mouse is shocked as she sees that parents are also rehearsing routines in the kindergarten 

together with the children. The mouse learns that all those practising are one “happy family 

bound together” (p. 13). The mouse becomes very sad, as all children go to the Spartakiad, and 
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she cannot, even though she has also learnt the routine. The mouse envies the children for the 

opportunity of performing on stage, and the illustrations demonstrate how she thinks about 

herself as one of the Spartakiad children: dressed in a white singlet and red shorts, just like the 

children in the kindergarten. Through this story children reflected on their own experiences, and 

on how other children, particularly in Western countries, were not as happy or fortunate as 

Czechoslovak children were. Children were supposed to experience themselves in this joyful 

occasion, as the ones who were lucky to have a chance to perform together publicly, as one large 

group, giving up their individualities. 

In addition to children being encouraged to display their bodies publicly, post-totalitarian 

childhoods were governed through desires, as the story Reward suggests (Little Bee, 1985f). In 

this tale, the kindergarten children’s homework was to bring a picture related to Spartakiad, so 

the “comrade teacher can create a notice board so we [children] all see what Spartakiad looks 

like” (p. 10). One child, Katka, was reminded by her mum that rehearsing Spartakiad was 

rewarding her in three ways: it made her healthy and skilled, her dad took a photograph while 

she rehearsed, and she got a chocolate ice cream. Little Bee also published a reflection on how 

Spartakiad went, and informed children that just like they remember a good trip or a good effort 

in studying at kindergarten, they should also remember that beautiful occasion of Spartakiad 

(Little Bee, 1980l). Children were expected to be proud of all citizens and children who 

exercised and who were part of this celebration, and they were reminded that “such a beautiful 

performance can happen only in the country, where the word peace and its safeguarding is an 

everyday motto, where people like each other and support each other and therefore are able to 

create big things together” (p. 2). The text was accompanied by photographs from around 

Czechoslovakia, of adults exercising with children, working hard together, and rehearsing the 

routines (see picture 30). 

 

  
Picture 30. Report from the Spartakiad with photographs and children’s drawings as published in Little 
Bee (Little Bee, 1980m, pp. 2-3). 
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Little Bee also showed children how parents proudly watched and cheered for their children 

rehearsing Spartakiad. Next to the picture that highlighted this notion was a poem stating how 

excited children asked their parents to join in Spartakiad too: “Fathers, and you, mothers, come 

please to exercise with us” (Little Bee, 1985b, p. 1). Children were also presented with cut-out 

Spartakiad characters made out of paper (Little Bee, 1985g), who reminded them of the difficult 

but enjoyable and fruitful exercise and work it involved. Moreover, Little Bee also featured a 

Spartakiad board game, so children could further think about the routines they practised (Little 

Bee, 1980g). Children responded to the stories, texts and games published in Little Bee, and sent 

in drawings of their experiences of Spartakiad. Those that were published showed smiling, happy 

boys and girls practising the routines using various props. Through drawings and published 

photographs, Spartakiad was presented back to children as an essential experience of a happy 

childhood. Published photographs portrayed adults with children, excitedly practising routines, 

and provided kindergarten readers of Little Bee with images of the desired active supporters of 

the post-totalitarian construct. 

Azor, the German Shepherd 

Introducing children to the border patrol units was another way in which Little Bee educated 

children to become active supporters of the post-totalitarian system. In realities where childhoods 

were claimed to be under the threat of enemies, border patrols were an important element in the 

post-totalitarian system. The border patrols protected the borders from people who tried to 

illegally defect across the borders; which usually meant citizens trying to escape the system to 

emigrate to the West, or agents of the West. The border patrol educated children with prepared 

activities, which even included a club where young Pioneers who lived close to the borders of 

Austria and Germany were trained to spot the ‘enemy’. Through the stories in Little Bee, 

children were taught to recognize those people considered to be suspicious, and the stories 

outlined how children were especially fond of the well-trained German Shepherds, the dogs that 

usually accompanied the border patrol units. 

The experiences of Azor, the German Shepherd, was one such story narrated from the dog’s 

perspective (Little Bee, 1983a). In the story, Azor is very happy when kindergarten children 

come to visit him, but as a well-trained dog he restrains himself in his excitement. The teachers 

tell the children off as they want to pet and play with Azor. Azor knows that he cannot play 

when he is at work, and listens only to one master. He cannot take food from strangers (in this 

case from children) as it could be poisoned. Azor demonstrates to the children how he can crawl, 

obey and move, showing how smart he is. But the children “enjoy it most when he attacks the 

intruder” (p. 5). The children are assured that it is only a game, as one of the patrollers puts a 

protective soft cushion over his arm (see picture 31). In the story, Azor’s voice assures the 

children that he would stop any enemy of the country. The story emphasises how much children 
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can learn from Azor: that obedience is an important characteristic for each child to have, not to 

take food from foreigners, to take enemies of peace seriously, and to support the country by 

working towards the collective good.  

The border patrol often visited kindergartens with their dogs. Such an occasion is described in 

a letter published in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1982d). It tells of German Shepherds performing 

various tricks and how “when dogs helped soldiers to stop the enemy, all children cheered, and 

that when the soldiers prevailed with the help of their dogs, they told children about their work to 

defend our homeland” (p. 15). Thus, children from a very early age were introduced to the 

border patrol units, and learnt how they defended the entire homeland, and how children could 

also become supporters of the system. 

 

     
   Picture 31. Azor’s obedience in The experiences of Azor, the German Shepherd (Little Bee, 1983a, pp. 
4-5). 

Fighting Dragons with Tanks 

Another way in which children were represented as active supporters, was through the 

understanding of how soldiers and weapons were necessary to produce happy and peaceful 

childhoods. Peace was the ultimate goal of Czechoslovakia and every citizen contributed to it 

through their work. Children contributed to it either through learning, playing, art activities or 

performing, all of which were considered to be the children’s work. Children were exposed to 

the notion that peace could be protected through engagements with soldiers or border patrols. 

Peace was also to be celebrated, through marches, drawings, drama performances and plays. 

Little Bee assured children that they, the kindergarten children, desired peace. The published 

stories in Little Bee represented the post-Prague Spring, post-invasion version of the country, 

where perhaps the positive stories of tanks and soldiers were necessary to re-write the history of 

the crush of the Prague Spring in 1968. Publicly, the tanks and soldiers were perceived as 

positive forces that children should celebrate and admire. The stories focused on the Soviet army 

as a friend and protector, who had liberated the country from fascism in World War II, and who 

had supported the children’s homeland in its development ever since. According to the stories, 
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the Soviet army, with its tanks, artilleries and machine guns, had the best interests of the children 

in mind. For example the story 9th of May, that celebrates the victory in World War II, outlines 

how all the streets in the city were filled with posters and flags as thousands of people came to 

celebrate: “Glory, glory to all the soldiers, all artillery and all tanks”, as all citizens now live in 

“freedom and peace” (Little Bee, 1973a, p. 11).  

Little Bee introduced children to ‘Army day’, and encouraged them to celebrate the army. In 

the published text written in the form of a play, the kindergarten children celebrate the soldiers 

and the army in a celebration of peace (Little Bee, 1974f). The kindergarten children “are 

preparing to celebrate the Czechoslovak army. They like to play like soldiers; they have their toy 

weapons such as wooden rifles and paper hats on their heads. At the front of the line of children 

stands a boy, holding a trumpet” (p. 6). The children were then expected to recite stories and 

poems, such as: “We are brave kindergarten children, we like to play, and today we will sing a 

song to our soldiers. We have hidden our dreams and our desires in a poem, and those who want 

to know more, need to walk with us” (p. 6). In the poem children are grateful to all soldiers, but 

at the same time they wish for peace around the world and for nothing to fight for. Similarly, 

Little Bee explained in its editorial to children that the planes went happily into the clouds to say 

to all citizens and children: “It’s my celebration today!” (Little Bee, 1978g, p. 2), and that tanks 

and artillery were all cleaned up and shining on the streets and roads. Children were encouraged 

to say hello “to all soldiers with pink cheeks, which protect our homeland and stay awake, so you 

can go to the kindergarten and sleep easily through the night. Thank you our soldiers!” (p. 2). 

And children could practise their knowledge about the army, for example in the game ‘misplaced 

pictures’ where the objective was to identify the mixed up uniforms of different type of soldiers 

(Little Bee, 1977j). 

 

     
   Picture 32. Soviet soldier as the fairy tale prince fighting against the dragon (Little Bee, 1975b, p. 6). 
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Soviet soldiers were also featured in the stories that used fairy tale notions, for example in the 

tale of the Soviet soldier Kolja, and his arrival with the Soviet army to liberate Czechoslovakia 

on a white horse (Little Bee, 1975c). In the story the Soviets arrive in a village, and all children 

fall in love with Kolja. They follow him everywhere and sometimes Kolja takes four children at 

once for a ride on a white horse. Despite the children’s protest and pleas, Kolja has to move on to 

fight fascism further on: “We have to move on fighting. We must continue in our fight, so all 

people and children are free” (p. 5). In this fairy tale the Soviet soldiers are described as people 

with “smiling faces with beautiful red stars on their hats” (p. 4), and their relationship with 

children is central to this fairy tale. The picture that accompanies the story shows a brave soldier 

on a white horse, emphasizing the pure good fighting against the evil monster. As another fairy 

tale poem demonstrates, the monster is often portrayed as a dragon, with Soviet soldiers as the 

fairy tale princes fighting against it with their tanks and flowers to free the homeland, which is 

portrayed as a little princess (Little Bee, 1975b, see picture 32). The children in this fairy tale 

poem promise that “we are bringing flowers and our children’s happiness” (p. 6) to the memorial 

of Soviet soldiers. 

 

  
Picture 33. Children are portrayed in Little Bee as the youngest admirers and supporters of soldiers and 

their work (Little Bee, 1980h, p. 2; 1980e, p. 1). 
 

Little Bee also presented children with the brutalities associated with war. The poem Ilja 

graphically describes the death of a Soviet soldier in Czechoslovakia during World War II, with 

a detailed description of blood and his wounds (Little Bee, 1975f). This poem thanks Soviet 

soldiers as saviours of “happy childhoods, and of peace without cannons, bombs and mines” (p. 

7). Similarly, the poem On a military march gives children further ideas about who the soldiers 

are and what they represent (Little Bee, 1977b). The child in this poem was searching for his 

brother in the military parade, and he was wondering whether he was driving a tank, was on the 

artillery, or with the border guardians with their dogs. He realised that it does not matter where in 

the parade his brother is “as all these soldiers can be my brothers” (p. 6). Soldiers were 
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represented as tall, tough, smiling men, with faces “full of courage and bravery” (p. 6), admired 

by the children as “the sun is reflecting on their shiny machine guns” (p. 6). Another poem asks 

children if they are curious about the kind of new uniforms soldiers have, and suggests that 

children should see them (Little Bee, 1980h). It emphasises that “soldiers like children” and that 

they “defend peace, with smiles on their faces, and stripes on their shoulders” (p. 2). In the 

accompanying illustration, boys are hugging each other and looking at marching soldiers with 

proud, romantic looks in their eyes (see picture 33). This romanticised notion of soldiers, as 

defenders of peace and friends of each child, was present throughout Little Bee, in songs, poems, 

texts, reports and stories.  

Little Bee published reports and photographs from kindergartens, about Soviet soldiers 

visiting kindergartens, and spending time with the children. The children were very happy 

according to these published reports, as they sang songs about soldiers, and taught them how to 

sing them as well. In one report the kindergarten was “visited by soldiers and children were very 

excited. They sang them a song Soldiers walk, our soldiers walk” (Little Bee, 1976f, p. 2). In 

another report, kindergarten children placed flowers on the graves of soldiers in “gratitude for 

happy and cheerful childhood” (p. 2). The report Beautiful Day outlines how kindergarten 

children take a trip to the military barracks (Little Bee, 1976c). The teacher explains to children 

“all soldiers that defend our homeland, have a huge celebration” (p. 2). Peter adds that he knows 

that soldiers are “safeguarding our peace and quiet life” while little Hortenzia says “I have a 

flower for a soldier” (p. 3). Children give flowers to a soldier by the gate, and “happily return to 

kindergarten” (p. 3). 

Kindergarten teachers reported on many such visits in Little Bee. In one complex report, they 

tell of Major Šramko’s visit to a kindergarten with a “machine gun and pistol, but children were 

not scared of him. They knew, that in peace time no one shoots” (Little Bee, 1977d, p. 2). It tells 

how first they all exercise together, to prove to the Major how “strong and healthy children are” 

(p. 2). Then it outlines how the children sing for him, and in the end they go for a walk to a 

memorial, where each child has a flower and Peťko even “guards the memorial for one minute 

like a real soldier” (p. 2). The Major then tells the children “the saddest fairy tale” (p. 2) about 

childhoods during wartime. However, the Major states that there are also “happy fairy tales”, and 

he creates a white mist from a smoke grenade “just like the one from Cinderella” (p. 3). The 

report portrays children as excited, playing all kinds of games in the white mist. The Major 

explains that soldiers use this white mist when they do not want to be spotted by enemies. The 

children then stand silent for a moment in front of the memorial to pay homage to those  

… who fought for our better life. Life, about which children sing: ‘We feel good 
here, it is a beautiful day, the sun is shining and the earth smells nice. With grass and 
flowers together we grow, we feel good and love our homeland’ … Uncle Major 
liked the song and learnt it straight away, but this was the end of the trip. Children 
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stood in line and uncle Major said: “Because you were so well disciplined and brave, 
everyone gets a badge”. And he puts on each child’s coat a badge and fires three 
rockets. One for the fallen heroes, another for freeing the town and a third for this 
meeting (p. 3). 

Soldiers were also featured on the cover of Little Bee. As the soldier marches with excited 

children, and as he turns around and salutes to the children, a young boy with a paper soldier hat 

salutes back (see picture 33). The notion of peace associated with soldiers is emphasized by the 

children carrying flowers, in an illustration of a generic tank standing in the background 

surrounded by green bush. The poem that accompanied this picture explains to the children that 

the soldier “is guarding our homeland so we can all be happy” (Little Bee, 1980e, p. 1). And 

according to Little Bee, kindergarten children admired soldiers, enjoyed marching with them, 

drawing them and wanted to act out being soldiers in their play (Little Bee, 1977g). The children 

were learning how to become active supporters of the system in their post-totalitarian 

childhoods. 

Concluding Comments: The Youngest Supporters 

Little Bee portrayed children as active supporters of the post-totalitarian system through stories, 

poems, reports and illustrations. Children were expected to learn to be excited about their future, 

and to see themselves as an important cog in the post-totalitarian machine of the future. Little 

Bee particularly represented children as the “future of our country” (Little Bee, 1987, p. 15) 

supported with appropriate role modelling by Pioneers and Little Sparks. The production of 

childhood citizenship was essential and Little Bee explained why it was necessary to get children 

used to such childhood institutions as Little Sparks and Pioneers: “Children at this age create 

their own ideas about the world around them, and children and youth organizations will belong 

to this world sooner or later” (Little Bee, 1987, p. 15). Children responded to the texts and 

drawings published in Little Bee as if they were the active supporters of the system, and reflected 

upon their experiences at May Day parades through their drawings and paintings. These 

activities were often guided by teachers, and were sometimes sent to Little Bee, either as a part of 

organised competitions or just as a reflection on previously published articles. Some of these 

artworks were published, while others even became part of exhibitions. The themes of children’s 

pictures ranged from children’s own experiences as a part of the May Day parade, to experiences 

of becoming Pioneers and Little Sparks. Little Bee encouraged children to paint and draw the 

way they understood the world around them. 

One competition asked children to paint how Pioneers see their world (Little Bee, 1981d). 

This announcement was aimed at teachers and parents, and Little Bee emphasized that, while 

there were no Pioneers in kindergarten, children from the age of three should be encouraged to 

compete. The theme was ‘Tomorrow belongs to us’, and Little Bee provided suggestions for 
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teachers and parents to guide children in drawing and painting motives showing “children’s 

views on our life in the socialistic homeland, longing for peace, thoughts about the future, 

protecting nature, road safety, family, the life of children” (p. 15) and on relationships with the 

Soviet Union, Lenin and their older friends, the Pioneers. The children were asked to think about 

themselves and their ideas about themselves, in the world they live in relation to the suggested 

themes, as active supporters of the post-totalitarian system. 

Similarly, the published pictures, where children portrayed themselves as happy children that 

look up to Little Sparks and Pioneers and are excited to belong to a group that actively 

contributes to the building of their homeland, were entered into a competition titled ‘My older 

Friend - the Pioneer’ (Little Bee, 1984a). Children’s support of the post-totalitarian system was 

also supposed to be noticeable through their colourful pictures of factories with red stars, Soviet 

flags, happy green tanks in the forests under the smiling sun, and soldiers next to the factories. 

Their drawings were powerful as they presented to the young readers of Little Bee how other 

children allegedly saw themselves, and the world around them. These pictures were published in 

Little Bee as an example of how children should think about themselves in their childhoods. 

When these stories were presented to children, they sparked a wave of interest within 

kindergartens, in drawing soldiers and tanks as mechanisms of peace. Teachers were 

instrumental in these activities, and they followed and responded to the suggestions in Little Bee, 

of what kind of pictures should be drawn and sent to the editors. Some of the drawings had green 

tanks with red stars on them, while others had soldiers holding flowers, or Soviet tanks under the 

shining sun (Little Bee, 1974a, 1975a, 1975d, 1975e). These pictures portrayed how children 

were to consider themselves as active supporters who participated in the production of the 

system (see picture 34). 

 
Picture 34. Children’s drawings as published in Little Bee (Little Bee, 1975a, pp. 12-13). 
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In order to protect itself and its resources, the post-totalitarian system also shifted the 

responsibility for education and shaping childhoods onto parents. This way it would not exhaust 

itself, and its power and finances were to be invested rationally. As I have outlined in prior 

chapters, the post-totalitarian system was no longer focused on governing both public and private 

lives, but it was concerned with merely regulating citizens and how they behaved in public. 

However, I argue that through shifting the responsibility for education to parents, the governing 

agencies still maintained, albeit now shared, control over children’s education and lives. Little 

Bee operated as one of the connecting points, as it regularly asked parents to educate their 

children. Little Bee advised parents that “it would be very effective education, if you could 

explain to children at their level … what the Pioneer organisation and the Socialist Youth 

Organization mean to life within our society, how they operate and who their members are” 

(Little Bee, 1982i, p. 15). 

In this chapter I have applied Havel’s argument of how all citizens were supporters of the 

system. This analysis is closely related to the previous chapter, where I analysed how children 

were subjected as victims that were produced by the post-totalitarian system. There is no causal 

relationship between the subjectivities of victim and supporter: the child was not first 

subjectified as a victim and then indoctrinated into being an active supporter. Both of these 

subjectivities worked concurrently and illustrate how children were influenced and expected to 

think about themselves and their childhoods in the post-totalitarian era. In the next chapter I 

argue that Havel’s argument could be extended to consider that each citizen and child was not 

only a victim and a supporter, but also a rebel, in the private domain, subjectified in this position 

outside of the reach of the hegemonic public discourse. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



159 

Chapter 8 

Childhood Undergrounds: Challenging the Hegemony of the Dominant 
Discourse 
 

Secrets have pedagogical significance because they are able to create multiple layers 
and inner/outer space … The power of these ”ordinary” stories of secrecy lies not in 
a fact that that they are abhorrent, unbelievable, strange, or bizarre, but precisely in 
that that are recognizable, common, and continuous with everyday experiences of 
secrecy that we all may have had and still have (Van Manen & Levering, 1996, pp. 
8-9). 

… I believe that the notion of a hidden transcript helps us understand those rare 
moments of political electricity when, often for the first time in memory, the hidden 
transcript is spoken directly and publicly in the teeth of power (Scott, 1990, p. xiii). 

Today, if we are not to be snobbish about it, we must admit that ‘dissidents’ can be 
found on every street-corner (Havel, 1985, p. 63). 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the tensions between the hegemonic public sphere of stories in post-

totalitarian Czechoslovakia, such as those published in Little Bee, and the resistant private 

discourse of children’s stories that contested and challenged it. This chapter is a response to the 

analyses in chapters 6 and 7, which focused on the publicly sanctioned and expected formation 

of childhood subjectivities as victims and supporters of the post-totalitarian system. In this 

chapter I focus on the notion that children had their own resistance, played out as subversive 

behaviours that challenged the everyday post-totalitarian hegemony. In some cases these 

childhood resistances were called naughty, at other times inappropriate, but they shared the 

common idea of secrecy and knowledge that was inaccessible to teachers, or other adults, as the 

guardians of the public discourse. The type of childhood resistance or underground that I am 

concerned with relates to stories that contested the public spaces of the kindergarten and the 

official discourse of stories published in Little Bee. These resistant stories produced alternative 

childhood subject positions, as they were shared amongst children, in their childhood 

underground, in playgrounds, and out of sight of the teachers. This chapter is concerned with 

how children made sense of their experiences of this resistant discourse, and with how these 

experiences enabled the children to create new and different meanings about themselves and 

about the world around them. Childhood subjectivities are constantly evolving and never fixed, 

and this is particularly evident in this analysis of resistant childhood subjectivities. When 

confronted with new ideas, experiences and interactions, childhood subjectivities were produced 

in response to the subjective processes of making sense of these new multifaceted experiences. 



160 

In this chapter I will further analyse the Havelian notion of how all citizens and children 

contributed to the production of the post-totalitarian system, whilst at the same time being the 

subjects of its oppression. I extend Havel’s argument further, and argue that each child, in their 

private domain, was, in their own account, also a rebel. I argue that the Havelian notion of living 

with the truth can be considered as different for adults and children. Whilst for adults it means 

challenging the panorama of everyday public life, through crossing boundaries in the sense of 

‘living within the truth’, for children ‘living within the truth’ is the production of their childhood 

underground, their childhood secrets and knowledges outside of the educational, public 

hegemony. In this way, the children challenge the public sphere of their lives, in their own way, 

as an example of the fragmented nature of the self. 

The complexities of this rebellious subject position, and the development of an underground 

or a resistance within the private discourse, are complex concerns that I do not analyse in depth, 

however it is important to recognise them to avoid a monolithic sense of post-totalitarian 

hegemony. I draw connections between the adult dissidents, who actively challenged the system 

in public, and children’s everyday private resistance. The subjects of my research, children and 

their everyday childhoods, were immersed in their mundane everyday realities. The childhood 

rebel subjectivities produced as a subversive realm were largely overlooked or ignored both by 

government agencies at the time, and now by contemporary educational research. 

Everyday post-totalitarian childhoods are once again central to this chapter. Foucault (1992) 

reminds us that nothing exists outside of discourse. In this sense, the subjectivities of victims and 

supporters, and the rebels, were juxtaposed within those everyday post-totalitarian realities, and 

were simultaneously reproduced every day within the public and private spaces of children’s 

lives. The story of Havel’s Greengrocer in chapter 3 analysed how technically simple it was to 

challenge the public panorama, both by acting and not acting upon the requirements of the public 

system. However, the story of the Greengrocer also demonstrated the severe consequences that 

such a public challenge could have on one’s life by creating cracks in the hegemonic discourse. 

Creating a crack in the panorama of everyday life also had consequences for children. These 

consequences were not as severe as those for adults, but the system had its own way of punishing 

children for attempting to challenge the hegemony of the public discourse. 

The Prague Spring triggered complex power relations, which Havel (1985) analysed as the 

post-totalitarian era, signified by a deeper distinction between public and private spaces. The 

Prague Spring remained in the memories of people despite its brief flourishing, and generated 

seeds that remained within peoples’ lives, such as the resilience of language and the plasticity of 

discourse. Post-totalitarian childhoods were far from powerless, and became more and more 

embedded within multitudes of childhoods despite the governing agencies’ aim for unifications 

and collective aims and goals which I have analysed in my earlier chapters. The tensions this 
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chapter addresses are those within which the childhoods on the one hand conformed with the 

public discourse of educational institutions (Šimečka, 1984), and on the other hand experienced 

the private discourse of subversive stories provided by older siblings, peers and adults (Jirous, 

1997). In this sense, I focus in this chapter on the unofficial, samizdat poems and fairy tales for 

children, often either handwritten or typed, and passed around households. These include stories 

for example that adults shared with children in private, stories from the Western culture that 

children encountered and shared between themselves through TV, and other stories that were not 

part of, or were purposely left out of the hegemony of the public discourse. Censorship that 

governed who and what could be published was tough. However, while the public post-

totalitarian institutions carefully censored, regulated and adjusted what could be published and 

what could not, as Šimečka (1984) pointed out, “everyone who writes for the public is their own 

censor: far superior to the official variety” (p. 64). 

Disturbing the Peace 

Some citizens opposed the post-totalitarian hegemony both in public and private forums. Those 

citizens who did so in public, and therefore actively engaged in the resistance, in the sense of 

parrhesia, risked punishment from the governing agencies (Alan, 2001; Pilař, 1999). Dissidents 

thus opposed the post-totalitarian system intending to produce cracks in its everyday panorama. 

Havel (1985) argued that one does not 

… become a ''dissident'' just because you decide one day to take up this most unusual 
career. You are thrown into it by your personal sense of responsibility, combined 
with a complex set of external circumstances. You are cast out of the existing 
structures and placed in a position of conflict with them. It begins as an attempt to do 
your work well, and ends with being branded an enemy of society (p. 63). 

To follow Havel’s argument, resistant discourses created cracks in the post-totalitarian 

panorama, and disturbed the peace of everyday life. ‘Disturbing the peace’ was an offence, 

equalling in its mildest forms what in Western countries was labelled as hooliganism, and in its 

stronger forms, the equivalent of treason. If found guilty of committing this offence, the citizen 

was arrested and imprisoned for disturbing “the artificial peace of the post-totalitarian construct” 

(Wilson, 1990, p. viii). The offence of disturbing the peace was considered to be any action that 

directly challenged the government’s attempt to restore order in Czechoslovakia after the Prague 

Spring. This disturbance took many forms, such as distributing information, literature, music or 

news through radio broadcasts from and into Czechoslovakia. One of the most powerful ways 

that a counter culture or literary parallel polis operated was through the dissemination and 

circulation of self-published literature amongst citizens (Machovec, 2005, 2008). Such 

‘underground’ publications were often referred to as samizdats. Taylor (2009) portrayed how 

citizens reflected on their desires to read samizdats, stating that they felt that they must represent 
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something of interest and of a subversive quality if some citizens went to such a dangerous effort 

to produce and distribute these texts.  

What it means to be a dissident distributing samizdat was extensively discussed by the Soviet 

dissident Bukovsky (1978), as he outlined the experience of being a samizdat author: writing it, 

editing it, censoring it, publishing it and getting arrested and imprisoned for it. To publish, 

distribute and engage with samizdats therefore contained a certain element of danger. All aspects 

of the creation, distribution and possession of this homemade unofficial literature were severely 

punished. In the Czechoslovak context, Šimečka (1984) described the concept of how 

government agencies labelled samizdat: 

When they carry out house searches in Czechoslovakia, they are not looking for 
weapons, secret printing presses, duplicators, membership lists of secret societies, 
plans for overthrowing the government, or suchlike. You will not find anything of 
that sort in Czechoslovak intellectual’s home. What they are looking for is what they 
call ‘offensive literature’ (p. 96). 

Children became everyday dissidents in their private lives. They were not dissidents in the sense 

that they were distributing counter culture in order to undermine the post-totalitarian system, like 

adult dissidents. In the private domain children experienced being everyday dissents through 

their specific play, toys, experiences and stories within their ‘childhood underground’. The 

private domains of childhoods were produced as rebel subjectivities through the stories they 

shared about their experiences outside of the hegemonic space of the kindergarten. 

The notion that there are spaces of childhoods, with their own play, rules and experiences, 

which challenge the dominant discourse, is not exclusive to the post-totalitarian context. 

Children’s cultures have been observed across societies, cultures and ideologies (Christensen & 

James, 2008; James & Prout, 1997; Rughasa, et al., 2001). Furthermore, Jenkins’ (1993) research 

illustrated children’s play based on television that challenges adults, while others directly refer to 

childhood undergrounds (Knapp & Knapp, 1976; Tucker, 1995). Seminal work in this area was 

done by Van Manen and Levering (1996), who argued that there are many secrets in childhoods 

and children’s lives, and that they take many shapes. Similar studies also referred to the 

importance of secrets in children’s lives (Haynes, 2005; Sturm, 2008). Similarly, Corsaro (2005) 

used the terms peer culture and subculture to outline organized childhoods, mainly as they 

challenged adult authority. Therefore, the stories and fairy tales that help form the childhood 

underground have a power that is subversive to the dominant discourse (Zipes, 2006). 

What constitutes subversion in the post-totalitarian era is not that different from what it means 

in Western countries or within neoliberal ideology, but it is specific within its manifestations. 

Perhaps the best example can be portrayed in literature, TV shows and plays that are considered 

as mainstream in Western childhoods. In the post-totalitarian context they fall into such 

categories as secret play, subversive notions, counter culture and childhood underground. These 
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stories and experiences in post-totalitarian childhoods were governed by desires for alternative 

stories and games, perhaps in the same way as in the story from my kindergarten in the Prelude 

of this thesis, where Mišo brought an unusual and desired Western toy. 

Psycho for Kids 

Samizdats for children are a specific category of underground samizdat literature. Many studies 

have categorised these publications for children and explored their role in the literary and 

cultural discourse of Czechoslovakia (see for instance Kovalčík, 1993; Kubešová, 1998; Prečan, 

1992; Přibáň, 1993; Urbanová, 1993). One of the most distinctive writers of children’s stories 

was Ivan Jirous, who was known in dissident circles under the name of Psycho (Magor in the 

original, translated as Psycho by Vaughan, 2009). Psycho was the artistic director of the 

underground art-rock band Plastic People of the Universe, who collaborated with the philosopher 

Egon Bondy, whose samizdat work for children I analyse further below. The band’s famous 

work was released as an almost 60 page LP sized booklet for the album Egon Bondy’s Happy 

Hearts Club Banned. Due to his activities Psycho spent much of the late 1970s and 1980s in 

prison, and was one of the figures that inspired Havel to draft the dissident manifesto, Charter 77 

(Palouš, 1993).  

In this section, I analyse Psycho’s collection of poetry for children called Psycho for kids 

(Magor dětem in original, see picture 35). Psycho for kids is currently considered to be an 

important piece of literature and was recently re-published in the Czech Republic, both as a book 

and as an audio book. Whilst it is extremely popular with some children and adults, others 

question its appropriateness due to its allegedly inappropriate themes. It was originally intended 

for children of preschool age, however it is now considered more appropriate for older children 

at a primary school level (Vaughan, 2009).  

Psycho’s book of poetry was conceptualised under extremely difficult conditions. Psycho was 

charged with crimes of subversion of the republic and disturbing the peace, and was imprisoned 

for almost eight years in total. When Psycho went to jail, his daughter Františka was 18 months 

old and his other daughter Marta was only six months old. In the high security prison where he 

was placed, visitors were allowed only once in ten months, for one hour conversations, with no 

physical contact. Psycho’s inability to hold and hug his daughters pushed him to write stories 

and poetry in his letters to his wife, Juliana, and he asked her to read them to Františka and Marta 

(Mlejnek, 2005). These poems were intended to stay private, as a story from a parent to a child. 

They were not intended for public consumption, and they would never have been officially 

published in the post-totalitarian era, since they expressed values and ideas that were 

incompatible with the policies of socialist realism (Čáslavová, 2006; Šámal, 2009a). The task of 

sending his letters from prison to his family was not easy:  
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The whole time [in prison] I did not have any other contact with my daughters than 
poems and fairy tales. And even that was extremely hard. I’ve written a long poem 
about ghosts, but it was censored and I was not allowed to send it … Finally I 
reached agreement with the prison censorship. I was allowed to write three verses per 
letter (Mlejnek, 2005, my translation). 

Psycho was allowed to send one letter every three weeks, and he found a way to smuggle more 

writing for his children into them. Psycho’s wife Juliana read each one of them to their children 

as stories to be continued, until the next letter arrived. At that time Psycho experienced himself 

as a mythological creature, unable to have any relationship with his daughters, not knowing who 

they were or what they liked to do or not do (Rulf, 1999). Psycho’s poetry from this long period 

spent in prison (1982-1986) fulfilled a spiritual, educational and absurd role in his relationship 

with his children. Prison rules stated that one could only write about private and not public 

matters, and Psycho commented on this rule of censorship in prison:  

Can there be something more private than talking with your own children? Maybe I 
would have written more poetry or fairy tales, if I could have sent more at once. As it 
was it took a very long time before Františka and Marta could hear these stories in 
their entirety. It was concrete writing for concrete children. It was funny when these 
stories started to spread amongst dissidents. When parents came with their children 
to my place, they were looking at my daughters Františka and Marta with their eyes 
on stalks, as for them they were like Cinderella or Little Red Riding Hood (Rulf, 
1999, my translation). 

 

 
Picture 35. Various covers of samizdat versions of Psycho for kids. 

Scary Creatures and Super Creeps 

Some of Psycho’s stories were intimate goodnight lullabies that he wrote to his daughters, while 

others openly represented spiritual beliefs that were absent from public publications in the post-

totalitarian society. For example in the poem The clouds asked the sky, Psycho’s clumsily 
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rhyming verses, using his own children as main characters, state: “Ask Františka/why do cats 

have a moustache/and Františka will answer/God created them like that” (Jirous, 2009, p. 9). The 

direct reference to God was allowed to pass in this private letter as the prison censors would treat 

this as a private matter, but these stories, captured in these letters, would most likely not have 

been published officially because of these references to God. In another poem Good night 

Lullaby, Psycho writes the following lines to his children: 

Good night my beloved Františka, let’s cover your tummy with your duvet/the hens 
are already all asleep, the wind is silent, the clouds are asleep/little beetles are hidden 
under the leaves/only angels are up, to guide you in the night/on breath-inhaled 
cloud, good night, my darling (Jirous, 2009, p. 6).  

The pure private story from a father to his children resonated amongst other children and their 

families and became increasingly popular in the underground of the post-totalitarian society. 

Spirituality and mythical creatures were not encouraged in public children’s publications, which 

were guided by socialist realism. Psycho’s stories represented the personal and the individual, 

and did not relate to the collective, shining and happy outcomes of public childhoods. The texts 

outlined the everyday melancholy of a father missing his children, such as in the poem Trees are 

undressing, where Psycho creates metaphorical connections that were not commonly present in 

Little Bee: “Trees are undressing, like you, Františka, before you go to bed” (Jirous, 2009, p. 19). 

These stories were very attractive for children and their parents as they contained traces of the 

absurdity represented by fanciful content not present in the usual everyday stories that children 

faced. The realism of stories in Little Bee contained writing that was expected to be clear, 

explicit and non-elitist, and therefore understandable for everyone, whilst children enjoyed the 

samizdat stories as nonsense. 

These fairy tales and poems were therefore different to the stories published in Little Bee. 

There were no workers, no collective or bright and positive future childhoods. These stories were 

about individual relationships, which represented the stories parents would share with a child in 

the privacy of their home. There were clumsy rhymes, supernatural beings and adult-like 

language, such as in the poem about two (not so) scary creatures ‘Tululum’ and ‘Šmudle’. These 

supernatural beings talked with each other: “When you were very young, we were planting egg 

shells/Now we should check if the eggs are ready to harvest” (Jirous, 2009, p. 38). The absurd 

sense of humour and education that children gained about life from Psycho was evident in a 

poem where “Roosters are stuck in the bottlenecks, they look out through the hole in the 

grate/whether they are naughty or shy, Františka sees them all/ Františka will put all the roosters 

into the cone” (Jirous, 2009, p. 8), while in another Psycho proudly connects himself with the 

movement of absurdity and word-play, as he concludes “Little girls will think/that their dad has 

written them only nonsense” (Jirous, 2009, p. 30). These notions in Psycho’s poems as a private 
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resistant discourse challenged the hegemonic public discourse of published stories for children 

such as those in Little Bee.  

The story Marta was asking Františka presented horror themes based on folk traditions as a 

pedagogical tool to educate his children from a distance. In the story, as Marta and Františka 

were falling asleep, they wondered: “Do we have the door closed? Won’t the ghosts come in? 

Outside there is a thick darkness” (p. 21). Both little girls were scared of ghosts and scary 

creatures, and where they could appear from and surprise them: “And doesn’t some sneaky ghost 

want to appear from the well?” (Jirous, 2009, p. 21). The girls first thought they would have so 

much fun instead of sleeping, but then the ghost appeared and “with claws blue from the smalt, it 

reaches over the girls/girls did not make a ‘peep’, they closed their eyes and slept straight 

away/the Ghost said: “Lucky you”, and disappeared like a raindrop” (Jirous, 2009, p. 24). The 

pedagogical value of the story of a father that could not be with his children was transcended 

through these private stories. 

Unlike Little Bee’s stories, Psycho’s writing included witches, ghosts and scary creatures, but 

not necessarily portrayed as negative or malicious beings. In these private stories these 

characters often played roles neither representing the good nor the bad, were occasionally funny 

and sometimes scary, and were portrayed as normal, everyday and important parts of life. 

Psycho’s stories did not bring promises of happy endings, but analysed and emphasized the 

fragile relationships within the private discourse. Such ambiguous characters, as those which 

Psycho assigned to the protagonists in his stories, were important, as the official, dominant 

discourse for children of pre-school age represented them only scarcely, and with a negative 

connotation. Urbanová (2003) interpreted this presence of scary creatures in Psycho’s writings as 

that “children of dissidents were lead to overcome the fear, because more than to fear the fairy 

tales creatures, they learnt to fear the impacts of the power of the government” (p. 113, my 

translation). Psycho’s fairy tales in which ghosts or dwarfs appear while children are asleep, 

were the most popular amongst children (Jirous, 1997). 

The Bottle of Rum 

Psycho’s samizdat fairy tales dealt with other subversive subjects that pre-school children were 

not exposed to through Little Bee, such as alcohol. In the plot of Another Fairy Tale for 

Františka Psycho tells of an old witch living in a bottle, cooking pea soup, who invites the 

Evening Star for dinner. The Evening Star advises the witch that the soup would be much better 

if it contained more rum. They add rum to the soup, and then drink some more before dinner, and 

both happily sing together: “The whole house can be empty, but always have rum on the 

shelf!/you can live without flour, you can live without pepper/ but the bottle from the shelf must 

always stare at you, believe me!” (Jirous, 2009, p. 16). Then they eat the pea soup, but they do 

not realise that scary creatures are not allowed to eat anything green, or round, and they start to 
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blow up, until the bottle breaks and the fairy tale is over. Psycho added the moral for his children 

at the very end: “So remember Františka, that what is good for ladybugs, like aphids, is not 

necessarily good for little girls, and what is good for little girls, like a pea, is not good for scary 

creatures. Good night!” (p. 16). When this story first reached Psycho’s family in his letter from 

prison, Juliana, Psycho’s wife, said that after she had read this story to Frantiska and Marta, she 

had to go to the store to buy rum, because the children refused to be home unless it was there 

(Rulf, 1999). 

The samizdat edition of the children’s book Psycho for kids was released as a collection of his 

poems and stories from prison, and Psycho’s stories circulated amongst the children of his fellow 

dissidents and friends, who were used to being amongst adults who drank alcohol, smoked and 

behaved in a way that government agencies warned children about. These adults and parents read 

the book with their children, or they read it to groups of children. Such stories produced a 

discourse where children could think about themselves and their childhoods in different ways to 

those produced by Little Bee and the public discourse of childhood. The private discourse 

provided them with fresh ideas that they did not otherwise think about such as what might 

happen to naughty children: “naughty dog gets to be tied up, naughty roosters get their beaks 

twisted /and the cats will put noses of naughty kittens into smelly pee/but the worst I will tell 

last/ naughty children will be put into the pot!” (Jirous, 2009, p. 27). Stories like these produced 

the rebel childhood subjectivities, of children imagining themselves beyond the dichotomy of a 

victim and a supporter of the post-totalitarian system. 

Psycho’s stories for children were a subversion of the texts that children experienced in 

kindergartens through Little Bee, in the themes they pursued and in text structures, but also 

through illustrations. The title illustration of Psycho for kids was scary and its childish drawing 

evoked an image of something between the silhouette of a child, a tree and a ghost. Psycho’s 

fairy tales carried themes of a strong spiritual connection to Czechoslovakia, to folk tales and to 

nature, and this contested the dominant discourse in which children lived and grew up. In 

kindergartens and schools, children learnt how to desire to become Little Sparks and Pioneers, 

and were expected to have an unconditional love for the socialist homeland and its governing 

rationalities. Psycho’s stories challenged these desires through the use of language that children 

did not hear publicly, through clumsy but attractive verse structures, and through the scary, but 

sincerely caring nature of his stories. Another difference between these stories and the official 

ones was the element of unpredictability. By listening to the topics and themes of Psycho’s 

stories, such as alcohol and separation from the family, children were confronted with different 

experiences that challenged the way they thought about themselves, and their childhoods. 

Hegemonic and resistant discourses contained stories that carried moral messages aimed at 
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shaping childhoods. Resistant stories, however, encouraged a subject position through narrative 

devices of rebellion, colour and possibility. 

Psycho’s Legacy 

The censorship department of the prison considered Psycho’s letters containing stories and fairy 

tales, and determined that they could be sent out to his family only under certain conditions. As 

these stories were intended to stay private, they did not concern the government agency, and 

therefore had relatively limited sanctions imposed on them. Psycho would never be able to have 

his poetry for children published in the official, post-totalitarian publishing house, as he was 

already labelled as an unsuitable writer or, as an official government agency stated, a writer of 

offensive literature (Jirous, 1997). Moreover, from the perspective of the hegemonic literary 

discourse of socialist realism, Psycho’s stories contained incorrect rhymes, spiritual 

connotations, horror stories, absurdity and silly humour, all of which were not accepted as 

appropriate themes for stories for children. They were not part of the official socialist realism in 

which all official literature had to place itself (Marčok, 2004; Stanislavová, 2010). 

To analyse the importance of Psycho’s stories to the way children experienced their own 

childhoods, it is necessary to briefly explore Psycho’s relationship with the dominant discourse. 

Psycho presented the following argument in the 1970s, outlining the tension between public and 

private spaces, and between the dominant and the resistant discourse, along similar lines to 

Benda’s (1991) parallel polis: 

The purpose of the underground in our country is to create a second culture. A 
culture that is independent of the official communistic channels, public appreciation 
and hierarchy of values, and of how the establishment rules with it. A culture, which 
cannot have the destruction of the establishment as an aim, because that would mean 
becoming part of the establishment (Jirous, 1997, p. 197). 

The government agencies were concerned with Psycho’s radical ideas published in the samizdat. 

The tension caused by Psycho’s writing in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, where the 

government agencies allowed a certain amount of private autonomy, but controlled and carefully 

policed the public domain, peaked when his personal stories were published as samizdats at 

home and abroad, creating a crack in the panorama of everyday life. Psycho’s stories for children 

were shared amongst families, and the children who listened to these stories and other tales that 

subverted the officially produced and disseminated stories, became students in 1989, and 

contested the post-totalitarian governing agencies at that time. In a recent interview, Havel 

commented on the role of the teachers and children in the post-totalitarian society, concluding 

that he had observed that ‘dissident’ children matured sooner than children who had no 

opportunity to experience texts and stories outside of the dominant discourse (Taylor, 2009). 

However, as I argue in this chapter, every child produced, and was shaped by, its own resistant 
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discourse, and was therefore produced with the subjectivity of a rebel, regardless of whether this 

child was from a ‘dissident family’ or not. 

The True Horror Stories 

The philosopher Egon Bondy wrote children’s samizdat stories that were popular with adults as 

well. Bondy’s stories, similarly to Psycho’s tales, were originally written as private stories in 

response to a request from Bondy’s friend Lopatka and his children, who wanted him to write 

fairy tales (Urbanová, et al., 2008). Bondy’s stories often referred to the Lopatka children, who 

became central characters like Marta and Františka in Psycho’s poems and tales. The Lopatka 

family lived in the same block of flats in Prague as Bondy, above the pub where he spent a lot of 

time. Bondy’s stories were dark and scary, with such characters as a Dog-eater, the Secret Police 

Officer, Death and the Cursed School Manager. They were published in 1976 in the samizdat 

edition as ‘The True Horror Stories for the Lopatka girls on Three Kings, and consisted of 15 

short stories. These stories were very popular and Bondy published two sequels, More true 

horror stories from Egon Bondy on public demand in 1980, and The Horror stories again in 

1986. These stories contested the hegemonic discourse of children’s literature as represented in 

Little Bee, through the themes, topics, characters and morals they depicted. 

Some of Bondy’s samizdats for children included the word ‘true’ in their title. In relation to 

Havel’s (1985) notions of ‘living in a lie’ and ‘living within the truth’, it is interesting how these 

stories about scary creatures, ghosts and floating secret agents could be considered to be true. 

The Havelian ‘truth’ is what is represented in Bondy’s stories as he did not write about the big, 

omnipresent lie of the system that the regime constructed within the dominant discourse, but 

contested it through his writing. Bondy produced a resistant discourse that represented the lives 

of Lopatka’s young children, filled with alcohol, smoking, secret meetings, police agents and 

schools that do not educate children; images that did not appear in Little Bee. Nowadays, 

Bondy’s stories are re-published and are not considered to be children’s stories, but are treated as 

part of Bondy’s philosophical legacy.  

The stories from Bondy’s samizdat challenged the traditional roles of the children, adults and 

fairy tale creatures that children experienced in the stories from Little Bee. In the story Sleeping 

monster, for example, Bondy (1995) describes the life of a creature that sleeps all day and wakes 

up just before midnight, looking for anyone who is still up. The sleeping monster hangs on to 

that person and does not let her or him get up from their chair to go to bed. The story states that 

“one such a sleeping monster caught Bondy a long time ago, and is flying after him wherever he 

moves” (p. 31). Bondy claims that the only way to resist this monster is to drink either beer or 

sparkling water. In the story Bondy explains to the children that this is why he drinks so much 

beer, as he cannot drink sparkling water due to his health condition. The metaphorical layer of 

this story is the sleeping monster hanging over the person that can be interpreted as a post-
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totalitarian context with its ever-present agencies such as the secret police, and where a lot of 

alcohol is consumed as a coping mechanism. For decades, the government agencies suggested to 

children through the official stories that citizens with long hair who smoke and drink alcohol are 

lazy potential supporters of the West and are enemies of progress and of peace (Blažek & 

Pospíšil, 2010). So, through stories such as Bondy’s tales, children were able to form new 

experiences of themselves and the world around them. 

Bondy, similarly to Psycho, also explored the notion of alcohol in other stories. In a story 

about a rooster and a hen (in which the rooster supposedly represents Psycho, and the hen 

Psycho’s wife), Bondy outlines their life in the pub as they drink many beers together. However, 

the rooster gets greedy and drinks some more beer on his own, without sharing it with the hen, 

and he dies. The children learnt certain morals through these stories, about relationships and 

sharing. Similarly, in another story Pub Secret Police Officer Bondy describes the main 

character, the Secret Police Officer, as “the most common scary creature in our country” (Bondy, 

1995, p. 20). A ghost floats right under the ceiling in the pubs, hidden in the smoke, and his job 

is “catching the words” (p. 16). The Secret Police Officer floats around the ceiling as “words are 

lighter than the air” (p. 20), however he has regular hiccups as he busily catches the words 

because he “does not have time to drink a beer” (p. 20). Children who were exposed to stories 

about such topics as a policeman listening to what people said in public, were presented with 

different notions from those presented in Little Bee. Little Bee’s aim to produce active supporters 

of the country and the system through associations with ideas such as the border patrol highlights 

the difference in meanings gained from samizdat literature and how government forces were 

represented in the mainstream literature. 

Bondy’s (1995) stories for children draw on the one-dimensional society of post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia, and created what was commonly perceived as an attractive world of alternative 

stories for them. One such fairy tale is based in London, where the homeless black man, an 

unusual site in Czechoslovakia behind the Iron Curtain, lives “in the most beautiful street in 

London” (p. 22), in his homemade 20 stories tall skyscraper made of wooden crates. He needs to 

rebuild it every day, and from it he has “a beautiful vista around the country, across the ocean 

into Czechoslovakia” (p. 22). Bondy meets with him in the pub, where they drink beer. This 

story portrays a different version of poverty and how it is experienced in Western countries, to 

what the children’s magazines depicted. Moreover, the black man was a main character and is an 

interesting addition to the story for children, who in the post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia were 

not used to experiencing different races. I remember from my childhood, that when I was with 

my friends walking on the street, if we saw someone black, we would whisper and stare at that 

person. The story finishes with the black man sharing marijuana with Bondy. Marijuana was a 

word and concept unheard of in the public discourse. Through Bondy’s stories children were 
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confronted with characters and notions that formed a resistant, private discourse, with words that 

were not part of the official public discourse. These stories presented experiences and places that 

were far removed from, and often unimaginable for, the children in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia. 

The Secret and Mysterious Process of Education 

The most intriguing and subversive story in Bondy’s samizdat was about Lopatka’s children’s 

school education. Whilst school was celebrated as a place where children learnt from teachers in 

the public discourse and in articles in Little Bee, in Bondy’s (1995) writing it represented a scene 

of brutal horror: 

As the doors close behind the last pupil of the school, the secret and mysterious 
process of education begins. Children are first hypnotized by a cobra, which the 
school manager carries from class to class. Then comrade teachers slice the tummies 
of boys and girls wide open with a slaughterhouse knife that the schoolmaster has 
brought (they slice the tummy of every Pioneer twice), and then for the rest of the 
classes that day comrade teachers mess in their tummies using different means. Only 
during the second to last class each day the school manager brings a mushroom that 
comrade teachers have soaked in ink and push it into the hollow places in the pupils’ 
skulls, through their nostrils, using tweezers, and everything not essential and needed 
is deleted from the ganglia of frontal lobes. Then the comrade teachers finally sew all 
the children’ tummies, and clean them with a hose which the schoolmaster operates. 
He tells the pupils to change their shoes and sends them all home, where apart from 
headaches and tummy aches, their parents will not notice anything nor do the 
children remember anything. This is repeated daily, five times a week, in the 
mornings and afternoons, and especially during citizenship classes and physical 
education, which are especially useful to the above-mentioned educational process 
(pp. 59-60). 

This story continues to explore how teachers are educated in the universities through the same 

ruthless methods, and suggests that even the comrade rector of the University is not spared from 

this destiny. This tale targets the power, hegemony and ideology in education that were part of 

the kindergarten and school education to implement the desired knowledge, and produce 

childhood subjectivities. Through the notion of ‘cleaning children’, after the use of invasive 

methods, and then sending them back home to their parents, Bondy exposed children to the sheer 

power of the post-totalitarian system, and to its ability to mass-produce the subject positions of 

the children through public educational spaces. Bondy described to children how their subject 

positions are produced within the official discourse, as, for example, pupils who were Pioneers, 

who loved their country and school. Teachers were also expected to endure greater suffering. 

This story contested the knowledge from the mainstream children’s stories and magazines, with 

its expressive, cruel and naturalist approach, and challenged the way children were expected to 

see themselves in their happy, shining childhoods. Bondy’s take on education as a scary, brutal, 
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painful and invasive process did not however suggest that children should act upon their 

experiences. 

Bondy’s story outlines how the purpose and process of the post-totalitarian education is 

reduced to filling children’s heads (and tummies) with thoughts and ideas. Bondy narrates in the 

story how citizenship and physical education are the most suitable classes in which to impress 

children and to educate them through these brutal methods. During citizenship classes, children 

were taught how to behave, who to love, who to admire and who to respect. Children learnt to 

understand the role of the Communist Party, which was portrayed as the leader of progress and 

responsible for childhood happiness. They were taught to understand the importance of workers, 

and to care about the ideas of Lenin, Engels and Marx. Whilst the character of the Soviet Union 

and its leaders was celebrated, Western countries and culture were presented as corrupt, full of 

poverty and violence, as opposed to the peaceful, hardworking collaboration in Eastern Bloc 

nations, revering the Soviet Union as its role model and leader. Also, the importance of how to 

look, dress and behave was part of children’s citizenship classes. During physical education 

classes, teachers were concerned with how well children performed their discipline, behaved, 

accepted orders, and prepared for Spartakiad celebrations. Bondy exposed these classes to 

children in such a way that was subversive to the public discourse of socialist education. 

The Purpose of Post-totalitarian Education  

Similarly to Bondy’s stories about schools in the post-totalitarian era, the Czechoslovak dissident 

and philosopher Šimečka (1984) addressed the theoretical investigation focused on the state of 

education in socialist Czechoslovakia. Šimečka analysed how the purpose and values of 

education shifted from the Prague Spring to the post-totalitarian era of the 1970s, and he 

problematised the dominant notion of preferring working class professions. Šimečka notes, that 

on the contrary, despite lower material and social capital outcomes, parents preferred their 

children to gain a higher education, even though education was “no condition for economic 

success” (p. 113), and despite the fact that an un-educated person involved in monotonous 

manual work earned more than a university professor. Šimečka explored what drove parents to 

the point that they enrolled children to study and why they often sacrificed their conscience, such 

as by engaging in corruption, or by becoming secret police informants, just to support their 

children’s chances for a higher education. Kreidl (2004) further complicates the access to 

education as he argues that at various times during communist governance some levels of society 

were supported and others disadvantaged in their pursuit of education. 

Šimečka’s (1984) reasons for such citizens’ behaviour were multifaceted and not mutually 

exclusive. They ranged from the educational system being cost-free, and that it therefore did not 

burden the family budget. Studying longer would also mean that the children would stay 

dependent and connected to their parents longer, which some might have found desirable. Other 
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parents might simply have done as other citizens and neighbours did, whilst yet others believed 

that education promoted the emancipation of young women, and sent their children to school in 

the hope that the knowledge gained would help their children to survive potential social or 

political upheavals, or to see through the manipulation in the system. Šimečka (1984) noted that 

a foreigner in socialist Czechoslovakia “must find it hard to appreciate that the reason why so 

much conversation in Czechoslovak homes centres on the children and their future is that it helps 

to exorcise the traumas surrounding their children’s path to education” (p. 116). Despite the law 

proclaiming the right to education for everybody, it had become a privilege. Šimečka (1984) 

further noted that: 

In the notion of Comenius, people have grown used to the idea that education is 
distributed according to services rendered, just like coupons for choice holidays, a 
state flat, state distinctions, permission to build a chalet in one of the restricted tourist 
areas and so on. I still recall how parents would solicit my mediation when I was on 
the staff of the university, and they would include on application forms details of 
their services to the resistance, their achievements at work, and their possessions of 
awards and offices, in the profound belief that they were seeking a privilege for 
themselves in which their child’s abilities or talent were irrelevant. If the child still 
failed to get a place, they would first search their own conscience and question the 
extent of their own services to the regime, reproaching themselves for not having 
done everything possible, for not having exploited every opportunity, for having 
failed to approach some influential acquaintance or other. In addition they would feel 
hatred towards those who had proved to know the ropes better, sparing no effort to 
get their children in (p. 115). 

Šimečka argued that parents are not concerned with the quality of the education in the post-

totalitarian context, as Bondy disturbingly describes in his children’s story about education. The 

curriculum that was taught, the politically approved knowledge, the philosophy of Marxism-

Leninism, and the censored libraries seemed not to be a major concern to the parents. If children 

managed to get on the pathway to education, parents considered it to be their personal success, 

and not necessarily any reflection of the success of their children. Šimečka (1984) developed a 

view of adults with the mundane, grey reality of education, filled with corruption and political 

decisions about who should be educated, contradicting Bondy’s cruel, colourful metaphorical 

exploration of the educational process for children: 

Standards are adapted to fit abilities of the privileged, and all trace of the creative 
intellectual work are gradually disappearing from the university. Discussion as a 
method has been eradicated. Academic debate is a thing of the past, vegetating in just 
a few abstruse disciplines. The new generation of students who possess the privilege 
to study cannot wait for their years of mindless formal study to end, and meanwhile 
just swot the exams and obediently attend meetings of the youth movement. 
Professors give lecturers and students take notes. A new generation of existing 
socialism’s mute intelligentsia is in the process of manufacture (p. 118). 
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The End of Bondy 

So Bondy’s stories for children were different from the stories officially published for children, 

and even from stories in children’s samizdats. While Psycho’s lyrical tales were more accessible 

and acceptable to parents, Bondy’s tales provided many excursions into the adult world. During 

the day children were exposed to and produced by the stories that were addressed in public 

spaces such as kindergartens and schools. However, in Bondy’s stories children were confronted 

with otherness, and with emotions that were not part of socialist realism. The heroes of Bondy’s 

tales were dangerous, were set against all values of the post-totalitarian society, and at the same 

time perhaps attractive. Whether children were really scared by these stories or not, and whether 

these stories were appropriate for the children, is not the point. Rather, their power lay in the 

seductive and subversive dimension to the darkness and horror of the fairy tale. Perhaps there 

were many other scary issues in the lives of children and families during post-totalitarian times, 

and these stories were not scary in the same sense as we understand scary today. Nevertheless, 

Bondy’s stories created a resistant discourse of childhoods, and produced the alternative subject 

position of a rebel in childhoods within the post-totalitarian context. Bondy’s samizdat stories, 

such as the one titled The end of Bondy, suggests that post-totalitarian childhoods perhaps needed 

scary stories:  

The Lopatka girls jumped up and down on Bondy, begging him to tell another true 
horror story about scary creatures. So Bondy came home and he had to write for the 
little girls about ghosts. He wrote so much and so quickly, that his right hand fell off. 
So he wrote with his left hand. But he again wrote so fast, that after a while his left 
arm fell off. So he took the pencil between his teeth and kept on writing. But his head 
fell off too. So he was lying the whole night without his head and could not drink any 
beer (Bondy, 1995, p. 36, see picture 36). 

 

         
   Picture 36. The end of Bondy: the Lopatka girls jump up and down on Bondy (Bondy, 1995, p. 37). 
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Knight Rider 

The samizdat children’s stories, such as those by Psycho and Bondy, had only a limited 

circulation. However, children were also exposed to other stories that resisted the official texts 

that produced the post-totalitarian discourse within the public hegemonic spaces of kindergartens 

and schools. For example, children who lived in close proximity to the borders with West 

Germany and Austria were able to watch broadcasts of German speaking TV networks. The 

foreign stories contested the messages in Little Bee, and produced children’s cultures that 

became immersed in their own secrets, in their play that was hidden from adults, and that 

resulted in childhood undergrounds, contesting the public post-totalitarian childhoods. In the 

1980s I was one of the children that was fascinated with the stories that I could watch on 

Western TV. The American TV series, which were dubbed in German, would have been 

considered in the West as mainstream pop-culture kitsch. However, for us cartoons such as 

Batman and Tom and Jerry were extraordinary. Tom and Jerry was particularly popular with the 

whole family, as all could watch it together, and the inability to speak the German language did 

not hinder the enjoyment of the cartoon story.  

In my childhood underground, the most powerful story was Knight Rider, the modern fairy 

tale of a hero who had a car that could talk, think and ride without a driver. The story was 

screened every workday between 18.30 and 19.15, and during these times all the children I 

knew, who were my friends, were at home watching it. Children made up and shared stories 

about Knight Rider, and every child who did not know how or where to watch it was either 

‘educated’, if he or she could be trusted, and accepted into our group, or left out. Adults, and 

particularly teachers, as guardians of the knowledge, were excluded from this story and the 

associated games and conversations. Knight Rider was our children’s secret. We secretly passed 

information about where and how to watch it amongst ourselves. We had developed our own 

language that we used, based on stories from Knight Rider, which was aired in German, a 

language that none of us spoke. We used words and sentences from the TV series, which we 

interpreted and created to make our own meaning, and based on it we developed our own play. 

For example, we did not refer to this TV series by its name (which we were actually unaware of), 

but we referred to it only as Kit, the name of the car. This experience produced us as children 

with our play, with our own discourse of themes and language, which contested the public spaces 

of kindergartens and schools where different, smooth, post-totalitarian language was used. This 

was our own childhood underground, where we shared our stories and experiences based on Kit. 

Teachers could not understand why we talked to our wrists, and simultaneously moved toy-cars, 

talking to each other in pseudo-German as we were acting out, re-creating and developing new 

scenes from Kit. This experience demonstrates the productive power of the resistant childhood 

discourses, and how they produced childhood subjectivities. Being outside of the public 
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discourse was a rebellious act, and children’s secrets, in the sense of a binding ideology, held this 

underground together. 

There was nothing ordinary about the stories that we encountered on Western TV channels. 

We found the scenery of the stories, the actions, the clothes, and the language absolutely 

fascinating. However for children the major attraction was the car, Kit. Not one of us had ever 

seen a car like that, as the vast majority of cars on the streets were of Eastern Bloc provenance 

such as Škoda, Lada, Trabant and Wartburg. Cars from the West were an exception that we 

rarely spotted and always talked about amongst ourselves. This experience provided us with a 

visual image of Kit, the modern, beautiful, dark car that could talk, jump and think. From then 

onwards all the cars on the streets were even more ordinary. 

Today, discussion forums and social networks on the World Wide Web are filled with entries 

about childhood memories and experiences from the post-totalitarian era. The children, who are 

now adults, often contribute to these forums in very sentimental ways, as they remember with 

nostalgia their ‘private adventures’ such as listening to forbidden music, reading Bravo 

magazine, watching Knight Rider or other series on Western TV. They place a huge importance 

on stories that emerged from the childhood underground, and how they contributed to the 

production of childhood subjectivities. Perhaps there is nutrition underneath the layers of 

popcorn within the kitsch pop-culture. 

In our childhoods we were all prepared to become Little Sparks and Pioneers, and we were 

used to playing the expected games, and listened to the approved and appropriate stories told by 

our teachers, school caretakers and the Pioneer leaders. These pre-approved stories were part of 

the public dominant discourse, which the story of Kit contested. To children, telling a story based 

on Kit was more interesting, unique and intriguing than the official stories published in Little 

Bee. Children had access to and produced these secret stories within a private discourse without 

adults. These stories were the subject of debates during recess in schools, in the outreach corner 

of the kindergarten, or discussed during lunch breaks. They produced different childhood 

subjectivities and heightened the tension between public and private childhood subject positions. 

The Joke 

Stories like Knight Rider shaped our childhoods and our way of thinking, playing and 

daydreaming. They also influenced clashes between the public and private discourses, when the 

private attempted to become public and contested the hegemony of the everyday post-totalitarian 

reality. For example in year five of my education our class was supposed to produce a piece of 

writing in the form of a short story. I wrote a one page action story filled with shooting, chasing 

and murders, inspired by scenes that I was so amazed and impressed with in Knight Rider. The 

story resembled much of our private play and stories from the forbidden West and was a huge 

success amongst my school friends as it was passed from hand to hand. However, due to the 
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inappropriate theme and language my teacher failed the short story, and I was advised to read my 

fellow schoolmates’ stories to learn what should constitute a typical year five piece of writing. 

Theirs dealt with themes such as Pioneer’s adventures, family trips to the mountains and helping 

older people with their shopping. 

Secrets are an essential part of any underground. In our kindergarten ‘underground’ we had a 

secret joke. We were often reminded of our President Husák by a framed picture hanging on the 

wall. Despite his position as our leader and father-like role model, his framed picture became 

central to a joke that children shared between themselves. This joke tells a story of a boy, Jožko, 

who is sent by his mum to buy milk from a local dairy. As Jožko is very forgetful, by the time he 

reaches the dairy he cannot remember what he has been sent to buy, and instead of milk he asks 

for ‘likm’. The shopkeeper gets angry with him, as he thinks the little boy is wasting his precious 

time with nonsense. The shopkeeper tells him that if he comes again with such nonsense, he will 

hang him by his suspenders from the nail on the wall in the shop. As the joke goes, the incident 

is repeated, since his mum is not happy with no milk, and Jožko asks the shopkeeper for ‘likm’ 

again. The shopkeeper keeps his promise and hangs Jožko on the nail on the wall. As Jožko is 

hanging there, he looks around, and sees the framed picture of President Husák hanging on the 

wall next to him. Jožko turns towards it and asks the President: ‘Are you also hanging on the nail 

on the wall because you talked nonsense?’  

I cannot remember where this joke came from, but it became a hit in our kindergarten in the 

early 1980s. It spread across our childhood underground in the kindergarten, with children 

whispering and sharing it. We all found it hilarious. We repeated it everyday, and laughed harder 

and harder each day. I am not sure whether we comprehended the ‘real’ point of the joke, but 

there was something extraordinarily funny about it. We were protective of this joke, as we 

sensed how sensitive, inappropriate, and naughty it was, and that it was possibly even dangerous. 

We were bound to share it in secrecy, and to keep it as a secret, and, in our shared underground, 

that made us feel special. We were aware of the possibility of getting into trouble by sharing it. 

We avoided the teachers, as we shared the joke, and if teachers came close to us, we stopped 

talking. But there was another person from whom we protected this joke: a child in our 

kindergarten class, who was rumoured to be the grandson of President Husák. We tried our 

hardest to keep the joke within our risky childhood underground. 

Concluding Comments 

In this chapter I have provided examples of stories that contested the dominant, public discourse 

of official stories, which produced childhoods and their subject positions of victim and supporter. 

I have examined how children were exposed to samizdat literature and western TV programmes, 

and how children formed a resistant, private discourse on the basis of these stories. In post-

totalitarian times an everyday resistance permeated the everyday life of all citizens, including 
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children, and some were even driven by the desires for products. This post-totalitarian imaginary 

consumerism was fuelled by access to Western commercials, but not to the actual products 

themselves, and it helped to create a black market around the government owned and operated 

Tuzex stores. As Ash (1991) pointed out, the ability to create, and operate within the resistant 

discourse of a black market, became the actual “antipolitics of the common man” (p. 184). 

Stories that children shared between themselves in their childhood underground, and those 

arising from their personal histories and genealogies, produced different subject positions to 

official texts, such as those published in Little Bee. Whilst the majority of children’s knowledge 

and experiences were acquired within the dominant discourse of educational settings and official 

children’s literature, these other underground stories created discourses that produced a level of 

resistance to the hegemonic post-totalitarian public discourse. In a Havelian sense the childhood 

subjectivities of victim, supporter and rebel are produced through the public and private spaces 

of childhoods. This chapter demonstrates how in addition to being a victim and a supporter of the 

system, every child was a rebel subject as well. 

The writers of samizdat literature in the post-totalitarian society were shaped by governing 

ideology and censorship “instead of being dissipated among the thousand subjects that cry out 

for attention in an open society” (Ash, 1991, p. 14), and censorship has therefore became a 

productive force driving their development. In the post-totalitarian society, there is a notion of 

collective censorship, to which everyone contributes: the government agencies, the designated 

institutions, the self-censoring writers and the readers as well. In this sense, Ash (1991) uses 

Louis Aragorn’s term “literary Biafra” (p. 59) in reference to this collective censorship in post-

totalitarian Czechoslovakia.  

The dominant discourse of my childhood was about becoming a citizen with the qualities of a 

socialist being. Little Bee clearly guided me about what was good and what bad, which songs I 

should sing, and whom I should befriend, believe in and obey. On the other hand, those school 

messages led to much confusion, uncertainty and excitement in relation to the resistant 

discourses of my childhood. A French magazine Pif, sponsored by the French Communist Party 

was one such confusing (and exciting) message, which was later followed by the German 

magazine Bravo (which contested such taboo notions of growing up as puberty and sexuality). 

These magazines pictured characters that dressed, behaved and dealt with subjects that we had 

never seen in Little Bee or other magazines for older children. Some children listened with 

dimmed lights to the broadcast news of Radio Free Europe and Voice of America with their 

parents. Similarly, children watched Austrian and German TV shows, which they did not talk 

about in front of adults outside the privacy and secrecy of their homes. These were shows and 

movies that children could not fully comprehend, but which changed the way they played in 
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kindergartens and schools. All such resistant discourses contributed to the multi-faceted 

landscape of post-totalitarian childhoods, by creating a complex and risky underground culture.  

Samizdat literature had a specific purpose in creating this underground rebellious culture. As 

Urbanová (2003) argues, many of the samizdat children’s stories have factors in common: such 

as a “superficial use of language” and that “its educational and entertaining function supersedes 

its aesthetic experiences” (p. 115). These samizdat stories and TV shows produced a childhood 

underground, which is not unique to post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. For example, Visan (2006) 

in her research of communist Romania, identified a resistant discourse specific to Romania such 

as ‘VCR evenings’, where families in the 1980s screened foreign movies that were not allowed 

to be shown on the public Romanian television channel, in the privacy of their homes. In my 

childhood Western TV was considered to be subversive, whilst as Visan identifies, in the 

Romanian context it was Bulgarian, Serbian or even Soviet TV. It seems then, that every 

hegemonic discourse is challenged by an equally powerful resistance, and that every dominant 

childhood culture, in any ideology, is challenged also by a resistant childhood underground, 

punctuated by specific secrets, stories and play. 
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Chapter 9 

Rust Never Sleeps: Transformer and the Ideologies of Childhoods 
 

Jakub: ‘It was unavoidable … I even thought of myself as a little spark, because I’d 
only got as far as the little spark, I perceived it as... as part of the school. Not the 
system, but the school. It was just one of the school duties, like mathematics, physics 
or beginners’ science, as it was then. And the little spark was supposed to be similar. 
And I always had it... Because I was only a little spark in the school. I wasn’t a little 
spark anywhere else. Because as soon as I left the school, I stopped being a little 
spark, because no one demanded that of me, so you couldn’t see it on me, not at 
all…’ (cited in Lutherová, 2010, p. 678, errors in original). 

Politics [is] the way society manages the defence of its class interests, to fight, 
maintain and strengthen the government and state power of a particular class or to 
create favourable conditions for the struggle of power within a state … Politics 
represent the struggle of the classes, and relationships between them. Like V. I. 
Lenin emphasized, it is the ‘most concentrated expression of economy’. Politics of 
working class expresses interests of all workers, focuses on freeing them from 
exploitation, from socialist revolution, from a victory from socialism and 
communism. Political leaders of the working class in individual countries are 
Communist Parties (Pioneer guidelines, 1982, p. 51). 

Socialism is the most complex journey from capitalism to capitalism (Měchýř, 1999, 
p. 35). 

 

My thesis has analysed the complexities of governing childhoods through stories, by 

problematizing constructions of childhoods, childhood subjectivities and different kinds of 

stories in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. In this final chapter, I make links between the past 

and the present, connect the continuities across political systems and rationalities, and explore 

connections to stories that have yet to emerge. In this thesis each chapter has created an 

independent platform through diverse lenses, under the overarching argument that childhood 

subjectivities were produced in the public and private spaces of educational settings in post-

totalitarian Czechoslovakia. The complex power relations that governed citizens and childhoods 

through desires complicate the public discourse, which portrayed childhoods as happy, shining 

and peaceful, and through official stories outlined how children were expected to experience 

themselves. In this final instalment of my thesis, I draw on my analysis and link it to the 

production of childhoods in the current neoliberal system of New Zealand. The notion of 

producing desired childhood subjectivities through the distribution of government funded 

literature for children will thus be applied to ideologies other than the post-totalitarian regime. 

These concluding links draw parallels between two ideologically different government 

rationalities, and recognize some similarities in the concerns associated with the production of 

childhoods through stories. I do not attempt to make a direct comparison between how 

childhoods were produced in the overt ideological setting of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, 
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and the current neoliberal New Zealand landscape. Instead I argue that childhoods and childhood 

subjectivities are produced within both ideologies of government rationalities, perhaps more 

overtly in one than in the other, and that in both systems these subjectivities co-exist within a 

constant tension between public and private childhoods. The stories in these ideologically 

charged settings produced childhoods by exposing them to the ideology through a notion of 

protection and care, as envisioned for example within the idea of censorship. The subject of these 

concluding links is children’s literature that is funded by government agencies in both systems, 

which is disseminated to early childhood settings. Finally, this conclusion revisits Havel’s ideas 

about post-totalitarianism and how they are relevant to the current neoliberal ideology 

exemplified by New Zealand. The conclusion is thus also a new beginning, to think about how 

the post-totalitarian experience of Czechoslovak stories, and the production of subjectivities as a 

victim, a supporter and a rebel, can help us to understand the production of childhoods within 

neoliberal ideologies. 

Connecting Ideologies 

I have argued in this research that stories in both private and public discourses shaped the 

production of childhood subjectivities in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. Childhoods were 

produced within the tension between the resistant discourse, formed by subversive stories for 

children and the dominant, official discourse of children’s stories. Czechoslovakia’s 

transformation from a totalitarian to a post-totalitarian ideology was also accompanied by shifts 

within technologies of government, such as censorship. In the totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 

1950s, government agencies considered governing citizens’ private life as equally important as 

governing their public life. As I analysed in the previous chapters, childhoods were shaped 

through the stories and literature aimed at producing both children’s public and private subject 

positions. The regime was concerned not only with the way children behaved in public spaces, 

but also with what they were acting and thinking in private. 

The post-totalitarian, post-Prague Spring Czechoslovakia was different. As long as citizens 

publicly supported this system, their private lives remained untouched. This deal was 

unacceptable for artists and intellectuals, as it restricted their art to topics that were socially, 

publicly accepted. This process of pushing intellectuals to produce their creative work within the 

confines of the dominant socialist realism, and elevating artists who were loyal, led to 

underground activities and subversive spaces in which parallel art and knowledge were 

developed. Teachers were in a similarly difficult position. If they wanted to teach, they could do 

so only by lecturing the approved knowledge and facts, and by following the detailed guidance 

of the Ministry of Education and its agencies. This new stance and complex power relations are 

what Havel (1985) called the post-totalitarian social contract, that produced new power relations 
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between government agencies and its citizens. It is this condition that produced the stories and 

the childhoods, both in public and private spaces, which I have analysed throughout this thesis. 

Post-totalitarian and neoliberal political contexts both have complex and multifaceted 

genealogies, and cannot be perceived as independent entities. Both contexts involved in-depth 

relationships with previous political contexts, which led to the establishment of these political 

and ideological paradigms. The paradigms of post-totalitarianism and neoliberalism are not 

stable, and involved a constant re-invention and re-conceptualisation, as a historical construct 

that in the case of neoliberalism is still evolving. In both contexts there is a clear focus on the 

production of public, desired childhoods through children’s literature. These childhoods face 

irregular, uncomfortable, cumbersome and clumsy shifts between the dominant, official 

discourse of approved stories, and the resistant discourse constructed by subversive stories 

created for, or by, children. In post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia the focus was on the production 

of certain public childhood subjectivities such as Little Sparks and Pioneers (Prušová, 2009). 

Government agencies aimed to produce these desired childhoods through literature and shaped 

the way children experienced themselves and their prescribed positions as victim and supporter 

subjects. However, as I have argued, children also formed their subjectivities based on their 

experiences in resistant discourses, where stories were not filtered and adjusted by the 

technologies of government such as censorship, and where they instead produced their secret 

childhood underground, and rebel subject positions. 

The neoliberal political rationality is well researched, and its fluidity demands a continuous 

re-evaluation and re-construction of its political framework (Codd, 2008; Dale, 2008). These 

shifts in paradigm produce various stages of politically constructed neoliberalism (Fitzsimons, 

2002; Larner & Walters, 2002; Tickell & Peck, 2003) and can lead to a re-consideration of the 

neoliberal paradigm, and to a shift to what may be constituted as a post-neoliberal paradigm 

(Larner & Craig, 2002; Larner, Le Heron, & Lewis, 2007). Whilst analysing this shift within the 

paradigms is not the aim of this thesis, it is however important to recognise the smooth, sudden 

transfer of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia after the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989, to free 

market neoliberalism. Similarly, the constant shifts within the current neoliberal state may 

potentially lead to post-neoliberalism as suggested above. In both ideological sites childhoods 

are produced within the respective economic and political climates, by the complex power 

relations of government agencies, with their respective approaches to the protection and care of 

children and their childhoods. In this sense, my research contributes to a mapping of childhoods, 

on a map where each discovery and new connection leads simultaneously to new spaces yet to be 

explored. Constantly shifting childhoods, as Duhn (2006a) points out, therefore represent a 

consistently uncharted territory. 
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Protecting Childhoods 

Throughout my thesis, I have referred to censorship as a technology of government that shaped 

totalitarian and post-totalitarian children’s literature. A powerful omnipresent centralised 

censorship body determined and enforced the prescribed official line in 1950s Czechoslovakia, 

and determined who could publish and what could be published. Censored and adjusted themes 

and topics, including those for children, were disseminated in order to protect socialist 

childhoods from unwanted influences and experiences, as well as to produce political childhood 

subjectivities. So governance of disseminated information, including children’s literature, was 

operated by government agencies (Jancura, 2008; Kaplan & Tomášek, 1994; Tomášek, 1994). 

Then, during the Prague Spring, censorship was abandoned for a short time, and restored in the 

post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia of the 1970s. However, the post-Prague Spring Czechoslovakia 

had a more complex publishing system, with more information released into the public than 

during the 1950s, resulting in an environment that was too uncontrollable to be run by one 

centralised institution. Rather then exhausting itself by maintaining such a huge apparatus of 

control, the government rationalities opted to reduce the costs of maintaining and governing 

citizens and institutions in the country. Instead of imposing the daily security of checking and 

surveillance of citizens, self-governing, self-censoring, public citizens were produced. 

These realities shaped the post-totalitarian publishing environment in Czechoslovakia, where 

governing agencies publicly produced self-reflective, self-accountable citizens as docile bodies, 

who followed rules and fulfilled tasks, and conducted themselves appropriately. Writers and 

publishers needed to know what could be published and what could not, and what would be 

considered to be ‘crossing the boundaries’ or ‘getting into trouble’. Citizens of post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia lived in a Foucauldian panopticon (Foucault, 1991a), immersed in complex 

power relations, in which citizens were no longer continuously reminded, but knew themselves, 

what they could or could not do. Citizens were thus required to manage their public behaviour, 

not knowing when their public appearances or work would be checked and evaluated. As long as 

citizens did not cross the boundaries between public and private spaces (as discussed in chapter 

8) or disturb the everyday public panorama, private lives remained untouched in the post-

totalitarian era. Censorship became an overarching technology of government that directly or 

indirectly infiltrated the stories and texts which children read and watched.  

As I have argued in this thesis, the stories that children read and watched in post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia were themselves charged with strong educational and political messages that 

produced childhoods, regardless of whether they were censored or not. Zornado (2001) argues 

that the production of stories has an extensive influence on the formation of childhoods. In post-

totalitarian Czechoslovakia childhoods were governed by many agencies, which publicly 

declared the protection and care of socialist childhoods as their main purpose. In New Zealand, 



184 

the agency that governs and regulates what is published and how, is called the Office for Film 

and Literature (herein referred to as the Office). The majority of motion pictures, videos and 

computer game releases are scrutinized by this agency to determine what is good and what is not 

good for public consumption, and especially for children. Printed media is on the fringes of the 

interests of this agency, and books are usually considered only if members of the public 

challenge them, or if there is already an existing concern indicating that its release may 

compromise the public interest in the view of the governing agency, the Office. Whilst this 

organisation recognizes the difference between classification and censorship, and claims that its 

aim is to avoid censorship, the Office’s website, interestingly, is www.censorship.govt.nz. 

Censorship, apart from determining what is released to the public and how, is also a concept that 

determines the level of involvement of government agencies in various ideological settings. 

Through a governing agency such as the Office, acts of classification and censorship serve as 

significant tools in protecting childhoods, by guiding what should be allowed and banned from 

stories, such as certain themes, topics and pictures, and how this should be done. Stories can be 

presented in various forms and media, and influence shifts in the production of childhoods and in 

the way children think about themselves. This New Zealand agency, the Office, claims to be 

concerned with the protection of childhoods and of childhood innocence. This form of 

censorship is publicly presented and determined by what is deemed to be appropriate by society 

and government funded experts such as child psychologists, who explore what is valuable for 

children and their childhoods and what is not. The intention is to protect children, and 

consequently childhoods, from influences that may be deemed to be dangerous or inappropriate. 

Problematizing the Office’s claim to have the best interest of children in mind demonstrates its 

intention to produce ideologically charged childhoods in a particular political context. It thus 

relates to the constantly shifting notion of what governing agencies believe is, or is not, 

appropriate for children. Overall, censorship is a productive power that produces both governed 

and self-governing citizens. 

In order for children’s literature to avoid being challenged by the public, and being assessed 

by the Office, authors and publishers need to carefully consider the themes and topics raised in 

their stories. On the one hand, children’s literature needs to be attractive to children, parents, 

early childhood centres, and it must draw the interest of the publisher; whilst on the other hand it 

must fulfil the criteria of not being seen as potentially harmful to children or childhoods. Certain 

series such as My Feelings, which is currently published in New Zealand and disseminated to all 

New Zealand early childhood settings, fit into these categories. The authors of this series and the 

publisher must apply notions of self-censorship, in the sense of self-regulating the selection of 

themes and topics by authors governing themselves. This process is similar to the self-regulation 

to which writers in the post-totalitarian society had to subject themselves when publishing 
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children’s literature. This self-censorship can be implemented on a conscious or an automatic 

level, as it deals with concerns and recommendations of themes that are, or are not appropriate, 

as produced within the dominant ideology of the political rationality. The other pertinent issue is 

the availability and distribution of funding to publish children’s literature that has became a 

decisive factor in whether literature will be published and disseminated or not. So through these 

acts of self-censorship, certain children’s books and stories are selected over others, and 

therefore certain truths are produced; and certain themes are privileged, whilst others are 

excluded.  

The governing agency, the Office, aims to protect children from harm, and through 

classification and censorship it therefore produces certain types of childhood subjectivities. It 

states its intentions to protect children and childhoods, and that censorship is about protecting the 

public interest: 

To a greater or lesser degree, censorship in New Zealand has always focused on 
protecting children from the harmful effects of certain types of material. Under the 
Classification Act, a publication (such as a film or video game) has to be judged to 
be injurious to the public good before it can be restricted or banned. In addition, 
under the Bill of Rights Act 1990, the Classification Office has to show in its 
decisions that any restriction is a justified limit on New Zealanders' freedom of 
expression (The Office of Film and Literature Classification, 2011a). 

The Office recognizes the tension between the freedom to publish and the protection of the 

consumer. This act of government protects children by ensuring minimal exposure to risks and 

harm, mirroring the post-totalitarian intention to produce happy, positive childhoods. The 

justification used by the Office is that sometimes “making the publication available to everyone 

would be harmful, or injurious to the public good” (The Office of Film and Literature 

Classification, 2011b). They further state that children need to be protected first and foremost. 

However, as Christensen (2003) argues, what may be actually “protected is not a possible child 

audience but the adult critic” (p. 238). I now turn to analyse how the government funded series 

of stories My Feelings fulfil this task to produce childhood subjectivities while minimizing harm, 

by producing happy childhoods, where every tension is resolved and results in a happy ending. 

Neoliberal Feelings 

Technologies of government, such as censorship and classification, are visible touches, controls 

and points of interest that government agencies apply to various releases and publications in 

New Zealand. However, there are also other decisions made by the government publishing 

agency, about which children’s literature is and which is not selected, advertised, supported and 

disseminated. Christensen (2003) claims that “picture books are produced under specific 

historical and ideological conditions” (p. 238). The publications in the My Feelings series are 

made available to all early childhood settings as they are distributed cost-free by the New 
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Zealand Ministry of Education. The government agency in its information to the public as a 

potential consumer, claims that this series has been produced “to support adults in early 

childhood education services to help children recognize everyday feelings and emotions and 

learn positive ways of expressing and dealing with them” (Ministry of Education, 2009). In the 

last 15 years over 30 stories have been published within this series and distributed to early 

childhood settings and schools. These books and stories do not go through the approval process 

of the Office, but instead they are approved by a government agency, the Ministry of Education, 

to become the official flagship of the government rationality in dealing with children’s feelings 

and emotions. As official documents recommended by government agencies for distribution to 

all early childhood educational settings in New Zealand, they suggest through picture stories 

what the ‘right’ behaviours are for dealing with difficult situations, and what the ‘correct’ 

solutions are to children’s issues and concerns. These stories support the production of happy 

childhoods and childhood subjectivities of children who know and understand how to act upon 

the difficult situations arising within the neoliberal ideology. 

In the My Feelings series story Mum’s Grumpy Clothes, Rory does not want to attend the 

childcare centre (McMillan, 2009). He wants to stay at home with his mum, and he is very 

unhappy that she is returning back to the workforce, as promoted in the neoliberal political 

discourse and policies. In this colourful picture book, Rory blames his mum’s work costume for 

his misery, and claims that every time she has it on, she gets really grumpy. Rory wants his mum 

to stay at home with him, and not to wear her grumpy clothes. When they drive together to the 

childcare centre in the car and mum tries to hug Rory, he comments resentfully: “Watch out. 

Your grumpy clothes might get messy” (p. 9, see picture 37). However, in the childcare centre 

the teacher recognizes the problem, as Rory draws pictures of what his mum wears when she is 

happy and when she is not. His teacher supports their relationship, and uses the available 

technology to communicate with Rory’s mum. Together with Rory she scans his picture, and 

emails it to her. Rory’s mum realizes what is happening, and changes her behaviour when she 

wears her ‘grumpy clothes’. The happy, positive ending of the story affirms the desired 

outcomes for a child, parent, governing agency and early childhood centre, as the child settles 

into the centre and mum returns to the workforce in her corporate outfit. 

Another book in the My Feelings series, Almost Five deals with a child’s transition from the 

early childhood setting into school (Holt, 2009). The story revolves around a girl, Isabella, who 

does not want to leave kindergarten. In her own words, despite her family being excited about 

her birthday, she “liked being almost five” (p. 3). Isabella understands what being five means. 

Like other children, she does not want to be going away from her friends and from her 

kindergarten, to start school. She wants to stay at kindergarten, as she does not “want to grow up 

fast” (p. 3). The compulsory school age in New Zealand is not five but six, however the majority 
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of children begin school on the day after their fifth birthday. Isabella’s teachers and parents 

support her by taking her to visit the new school, and when she comes back to the kindergarten 

she feels happy to transition to the school setting. On her return from her school visit, Isabella 

tells the other children in the kindergarten not to worry about this big step. Her friend Hinewai 

seeks confirmation of what she experienced, and Isabella assures her that school is “just like 

kindergarten” (Holt, 2009). Isabella thus leads the way for other children to believe in their 

abilities to support the expected outcome of the governing ideology of schooling children. 

Other stories present similar notions and ‘everyday’ neoliberal feelings. In the story Off you 

go, Auntie Ma Huriana enjoys attending and participating in the activities at the crèche, but she 

does not want her Auntie Ma, who brings her there, to leave her in the centre on her own (Holt, 

2004). Huriana enjoys Auntie’s Ma company and wants to experience her early childhood 

education with her. The story presents a change in her thinking, where in one week Huriana 

develops relationships with teaching staff and children in the crèche. As the Ministry of 

Education website claims: ”[b]y Friday, she can happily wave goodbye to Auntie Ma” (Ministry 

of Education, 2011). In another story from the series My Feelings called When Mum went away, 

Robbie’s mum, who is a peacekeeper, goes away on a peacecorp mission (Marriott, 2004). Her 

boyfriend Nick looks after Robbie while she is away, but Nick does not know Robbie as well as 

his mum does, and does not use the right mug for Robbie’s favourite chocolate drink. Robbie has 

a hard time at school, because children do not understand how his mum can be a peacekeeper 

and be away from home. Apart from the gender issues this book considers, it also touches upon 

the subject of disabilities, as Nick, who is a former soldier, is in a wheelchair. On mum’s return 

from her overseas mission, mum and Nick collaborate with teaching staff to support Robbie and 

his relationship with the other children. Robbie thinks about himself differently, and is pleased 

with the new mug from his mum with a palm tree design. The governing agency states that the 

My Feelings series enables children to express themselves with respect to their feelings, in line 

with "… the principles, strands and goals in Te Whāriki: He Whāriki Matauranga mo nga 

Mokopuna o Aotearoa/Early Childhood Curriculum" (Ministry of Education, 2011). 

All of these My Feelings publications produce the public discourse of how childhoods in a 

neoliberal ideology should look, and at the same time they produce particular childhood 

subjectivities in the early childhood education setting. Children are expected to exercise their 

agency and to shape their own childhoods, to become and perform as capable individuals that are 

able to deal with the tensions of a local and global nature as Te Whāriki expects them to do 

(Duhn, 2006b; Ministry of Education, 1996). Neoliberal childhoods are thus about the ideal and 

best practice for each individual child, and are produced through technologies of government of 

the governing ideologies, such as the My Feelings publications. These picture books use notions 

of the everyday neoliberal feelings of a child to affirm the expectations of a neoliberal childhood 
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and they model desired ways of behaving within it. The governing agency enacts its 

ideologically charged politics of care in publishing and distributing the My Feelings literature, 

producing political childhood subjectivities that are good, content and happy in the public 

discourse of early childhood education. My Feelings stories resolve the identified tensions in 

ways that do not challenge the neoliberal discourse of political rationalities and produce clean, 

smooth language and solutions. They could be contested, for example, by questioning if children 

were given the agency to act and be part of the solution. For instance, what if Rory’s mum would 

decide to stay at home with him and work from home? What if Isabella would stay a year longer 

in the kindergarten, instead of transitioning to school at five? What if Auntie Ma would stay for 

the first week with Huriana in the crèche? And, what if, due to an unfortunate incident, Robbie’s 

mum would not come back from her overseas posting? These complications are not addressed in 

the My Feelings series, although some of these subversive, less desirable notions are considered 

in other literature available in early childhood settings. The My Feelings series however, 

represents children’s stories that have been prepared, produced, recommended, shipped and 

delivered for free to all early childhood centres in New Zealand. The concern therefore is not 

whether they are actually being read and used, but that the governing agencies act as if these 

particular books contain messages of such importance that they should be funded, produced, and 

used to influence children and childhoods. 

 

   
Picture 37. Rory does not want to go to childcare and dislikes his mum’s grumpy clothes (McMillan,  
2009, pp. 8-9). 

Neoliberal Desires 

Most of the My Feelings stories contain a fairy tale notion that each tension experienced by 

children can be positively resolved. This fantasy is policed by the governing agencies to protect 
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the innocence of childhood, and to produce happy and content childhood subjectivities. Bauman 

(2008) warns us from his perspective on neoliberal consumerism, that as private happiness is 

directly linked with dealing with anxiety, achieving it is a very temporary, unstable moment, 

unlike the fairy tale endings of the My Feelings series. He states that “... universal vulnerability, 

together with the universal temptation of one-upmanship, with which it is intimately related, 

reflects the irresolvable inner contradiction of a society that sets a standard of happiness for all 

its members which most are unable to match” (p. 27). Bauman asks whether it is possible for 

neoliberal governing agencies to produce happy, resolved, tension-less, predictable childhoods, 

as the My Feelings stories suggest and model. Alternatively, perhaps the notion of happy, 

political childhood subjectivities is more effectively produced through recognition of the 

tensions between happiness and anxiety, which are temporarily reduced but never satisfied by 

material goods or short term or superficial solutions. These politics of happiness focus on a 

child’s performance as an individual and view him as being capable of developing his self and 

progressing within the governing ideology. Te Whāriki supports these key issues of the 

neoliberal discourse, as the child is ‘learning to manage the self’ to become a productive citizen. 

The strong links between government funded literature and the curriculum vision for a 

kindergarten child are evident across ideologies. 

The production of political childhood subjectivities through some official children’s literature 

in New Zealand responds positively to the concerns of the neoliberal ideologies of government 

rationalities. The complexities and layers of neoliberalism need to be further unpeeled in order to 

understand how each of the stories in My Feelings produces childhood subjectivities, following 

their across-the-board distribution throughout the New Zealand landscape of childhoods. This 

parallels the similar notion to the across-the-board distribution of the children’s magazine Little 

Bee in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, aimed, in a more direct and overt way, at producing 

appropriate socialist childhood subjectivities. Affirming Havel’s (1985) claim that everyone 

constructs and produces the discourse in which they participate, the My Feelings series intends 

that all teachers, parents and children are producers of the system as victims and supporters of 

the public, official discourse. I argue that this discourse is where the private spaces, which 

produce the subjectivity of a rebel, are situated as every public discourse encompasses certain 

subversive spaces, including such educational institutions as kindergartens and early childhood 

centres. Rebel subjectivities are produced through these kinds of childhood undergrounds as I 

analysed in chapter 8, albeit through different stories and content, and are not dependent on the 

context. The experiences which form childhood rebel subjectivities challenge the stories of the 

desired dominant public discourse of New Zealand, such as that represented by My Feelings. The 

neoliberal ideology of the government rationality thus shapes the way childhoods are perceived 
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as a mouldable commodity, able to be produced through carefully selected, publicly funded and 

distributed stories that are protected under an umbrella of a neoliberal politics of care. 

Final Concluding Comments: The Lesson of Post-totalitarianism 

This thesis illustrates and analyses the impact of ideologies, power, and public and private 

critical experiences on childhoods. It conveys a message, through a post-totalitarian lens, about 

the power of stories, and how they shape childhoods and the way that children are taught to think 

about themselves. Regardless of the reigning ideology or political system, these stories carry 

messages that are produced with certain intentions and carried out and disseminated within 

certain ideologies. Thus, multitudes of childhoods are produced through the same stories, as was 

mine. My childhood hovered within a tension between the public stories of happy shining 

peaceful childhoods, and the stories where children’s bodies are ripped apart in the brutal act of 

socialist education. The Velvet Revolution interrupted my childhood and threw me straight into 

teenagehood, and the promise of a post-totalitarian happy shining future, as presented to me 

through Little Bee and other children’s literature and magazines, remains forever just a promise. 

Perhaps this is what produced me as doubtful, suspicious and wary of stories and the intentions 

of power. Havel (1992a) claims that 

… a distinctive Central European skepticism is inescapably a part of the spiritual, 
cultural, and intellectual phenomenon that is Central Europe as it has been formed 
and is being formed by certain specific historical experiences, including those which 
today seem to lie dormant in our collective unconscious. That skepticism has little in 
common with, say, English skepticism. It is generally rather stranger, a bit 
mysterious, a bit nostalgic, often tragic, and at times even heroic, occasionally 
somewhat incomprehensible in its heavy-handed way, in its gentle cruelty and its 
ability to turn a provincial way of seeing into a global anticipation of things to come. 
At times it gives the impression that people here are endowed with some inner radar 
capable of recognizing an approaching danger long before it becomes visible and 
recognizable as a danger (pp. 302-303). 

I have analysed the shift from totalitarianism to post-totalitarianism, and how the post-totalitarian 

system became a space where political, economic and social concerns for its citizens and 

children were transformed into everyday lives. Through these concerns, the system produced 

both victims and supporters. From an economic perspective, socialism brought money but not 

products, and consumerism became evident in the desires through which citizens and children 

were governed. As Ash (1991) notes, between the World Wars when Czechoslovakia was driven 

by capitalism, the common working class people had many products to choose from and no 

money to pay for them.  

On a societal level, the dissidents and everyday rebels, within their underground and in their 

parallel polis of education, intellectualism, or living within the truth, had to stay separate from 

the official structures and public discourse. The actual existence and everyday presence of the 
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public official sphere determined the production of the parallel polis, and without its presence 

these parallel polis would not exist. The public discourse must remain separate. As claimed by 

Vaculík, it would destroy the whole reason or existence of the parallel polis and its fragile unit of 

resistance, if it were to encroach on this subversive space:  

It is as if you were to ask what a cow can do for the flowers in a meadow. There is a 
simple answer: it could stop eating them. But can a cow do that! No way! For that 
reason there is no point to inviting it to some conference, seminar, or symposium 
about meadow flowers. The cow will gladly come, just for show, but anything it 
might say or sign there is worth a cow-pat (Vaculík, as cited in Vladislav, 1986, p. 
65). 

For this reason, the resistance, like the childhood underground, depends in its secrets and spaces 

in which the official discourse (and adults) have no access. If the official discourse were to be 

invited to an underground meeting, it could destroy the very nature of the resistant activities, and 

perhaps vice versa. 

In the shift to post-totalitarianism in Czechoslovakia, political terms became hazy and 

unclear, and they became part of everyday newspeak and children’s education. The countries of 

the Eastern Bloc called themselves democratic despite an absence of democracy based on the 

Western model of democracies. However, Western left-wing intellectuals in some ways admired 

certain aspects of the so-called Czechoslovakian socialism, as Sartre allegedly stated to 

Czechoslovak writers and intellectuals during his visit in Prague: “You have real subjects … We 

in the West no longer have any real subjects” (Ash, 1991, p. 154). However Sartre’s ‘flattery’ 

seems applicable only if the urge of citizens to type, copy, distribute and read the samizdat 

literature is taken into account, as the official literature shows mostly limited imagination as it 

stays within the confines of socialist realism. Socialism itself became a very loose and unreliable 

term. In an interview with the retired Polish Communist Party member, Torańska (1987) asked 

her what she thinks that socialism is. The Party member answered: “[a] higher standard of living 

for everyone, free education, and social security” (p. 24). However, the points about the positive 

aspects of socialism raised in this interview from the 1980s has not helped to overcome the 

desires for a ‘Western paradise’ that citizens created as an ideal within which they long for 

consumer products. 

The surface of the public sphere in post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia, and its discourse, politics 

and culture became the kitsch of citizens’ private lives. Government agencies were desperate to 

protect the public panorama of life and childhoods. Ash (1991) cites the famous Czech book 

character Švejk from World War I to portray the absurdity of the system: “I never imagined 

they’d sentence an innocent man to ten years … sentencing an innocent man to five years, that’s 

something I’ve heard of, but ten, that’s little bit too much” (p. 58, emphasis in original). The 

system had become kitsch itself, a system that required public discipline and pretended that 

under the surface there was peace and quiet. It is therefore certain, that nothing is certain when 
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we consider post-totalitarian everyday life. While other ideologically driven systems within the 

Eastern Bloc attempted to re-invent themselves, in Czechoslovakia the abyss between the public 

and private deepened, and the post-Prague Spring hard-line communist government remained 

until the fall of the Iron Curtain. Žižek (2001) argues that totalitarianism “relieves us of the duty 

to think, or even actively prevents us from thinking” (p. 3, emphasis in original), and this notion 

of ‘preventing’, or ‘protecting’ the citizens, and childhoods, is visible in post-totalitarianism, as 

well as in diverse ideologies, including neoliberalism. 

Neoliberal Western democracies struggle with their own demons, as they pretend to protect 

their public surface. Of course, the post-totalitarian system is governed by a sheer dictatorship, 

and Havel in his writing uncovers the veil of its self-proclaimed democratic surface. However, 

Havel’s perception of Western democracies reminds us what happens if we uncover what is 

behind the public networks, under the public discourse, deep inside the notions of care and 

protection of citizens and the innocence of childhoods. What notions are protected, and which 

become elevated, determines which others are subjugated as a result. What is hidden behind the 

smooth, positive language of neoliberal discourses of childhood, such as in My Feelings, and 

what kind of economic connections are behind the politics of support and promises? These 

concerns provoke further research of childhoods as political constructs within diverse ideological 

settings.  

As the post-totalitarian experience can teach us, all citizens, regardless of ideology, become 

both victims and supporters of the complex power relations that produce everyday panoramas: to 

strive to live within the truth, while the everyday condition has become living within a lie. 

Citizens who attempted to crack the panorama were perhaps those who thought in the same way 

as Havel, when he quotes Jan Patočka who wrote shortly before his death (as a result of severe 

interrogation by the secret police): "There are some things worth suffering for" (1985, p. 48). 

Beyond the Velvet Revolution in 1989, Havel lived a political fairy tale, rising from being a 

dissident and philosopher, to a hesitant and contested politician and president. But even at the 

peak of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia in 1984, he depicted the differences between socialism 

and capitalism: 

Or the question about socialism and capitalism! I have to admit that it gives me a 
sense of emerging from the depths of the last century. It seems to me that these 
thoroughly ideological and often semantically confused categories have long since 
been beside the point. The question is wholly other, deeper and equally relevant to 
all: whether we shall, by whatever means, succeed in reconstituting the natural world 
as the true terrain of politics, rehabilitating the personal experience of human beings 
as the initial measure of things, placing morality above politics and responsibility 
above our desires, in making human community meaningful, in returning content to 
human speech, in reconstituting, as the focus of all social action, the autonomous, 
integral, and dignified human "I," responsible for ourselves because we are bound to 
something higher, and capable of sacrificing something, in extreme cases even 
everything, of his banal, prosperous private life - that "rule of everydayness," as Jan 
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Patočka used to say - for the sake of that which gives life meaning. It really is not all 
that important whether, by accident of domicile, we confront a Western manager or 
an Eastern bureaucrat in this very modest and yet globally crucial struggle against the 
momentum of impersonal power (Havel, 1992d, p. 263). 

Thus, Havel understands that connections between these systems are perhaps stronger than 

contradictions, and that what Havel refers to as ‘impersonal power’ are the complex power 

relations that drive the systems in order to produce citizens. Giving in to these everyday 

structures of this power means to surrender to everything in the public discourse: whether it is 

post-totalitarian newspeak or the newest fashion. Not acting upon it, just like the Greengrocer, 

can be considered as challenging the public panorama and performing parrhesia. To do so means 

to exchange the quiet private life, and perhaps even a prosperous life, for speaking the truth in 

light of danger. There are many complexities in such a decision, and as this thesis has argued, 

nothing is simple. Therefore there is no answer to the concern whether one should be strategic 

and let others speak up, or whether one should stand up from the private life and let everyone 

know that the emperor has no clothes. I experienced these tensions in my archival research 

myself. Fairy tales and stories, and the post-totalitarian system itself, have given us some 

suggestions on this subject. Havel’s example, as well as what we can learn from childhood 

undergrounds, is that we cannot live a content life without courage: whether it is by sacrificing 

ourselves for something, as Havel did, or just by resistance in the form of forbidden play in a 

corner of the kindergarten. 

Throughout this thesis I have explored the complex power relations within post-totalitarian 

Czechoslovakia, and how children’s literature published in the private and the public domain 

produced childhoods and childhood subjectivities. Children’s literature is only a tiny cog in this 

production; it is only a fragment of what contributes to the production of childhoods. As 

childhoods are produced within public and private spheres, so are the childhood subjectivities of 

its everyday victims and supporters. The subversive spaces within these landscapes are the 

openings in which children can become rebels, and oppose the dominant notions by asking 

questions, refusing to play along and exercising their agency. Perhaps being ‘naughty’ is a first 

step to becoming a rebel, and to contesting the public hegemonic discourse, creating a crack 

within the everyday panorama, regardless of which ideology or political system is in place. This 

is what connects my research to the questions left about how the productions of childhoods, and 

theorizations of childhood subjectivities, are expanded into how neoliberal and post-neoliberal 

childhoods can be perceived and understood. The lesson of post-totalitarianism thus becomes 

that rust never sleeps, and childhoods continue to be governed by stories, in any ideological 

context. The power of everyday childhoods lies in the cracks created in the public panorama of 

the political system, through the emergence of rebel subjectivities and secret childhood 

undergrounds. 
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