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In April 1968, the World Council of Churches (WCC), the most important interna-
tional organization in the field of international ecumenical relations, organized a
two-day debate among elite Christian theologians, Marxists from both sides of
the Iron Curtain (some of whom were highly-placed representatives of the Com-
munist Parties of the East), and scholars from Third World countries as well. This
event attracted attention of both Western and Eastern observers of worldwide
church affairs. The Times, L’Humanité, Swiss Weekly Tribune and even the Cze-
choslovak Literární listy offered relatively extensive coverage of this “unique de-
bate” between “old ideological enemies,” who were trying to find common
ground on issues related to “the humanization of technical and economic devel-
opment.”² Reporters particularly emphasized the “global proportions and im-
pact” of this dialogue.³

The surprising amount of interest in this enterprise is quite understandable
when one keeps in mind that ever since its beginning, the Cold War was per-
ceived and theorized as one of “great religious wars” by an important number
of its protagonists, as well as by those who analyzed its history.⁴ Communist
leaders did not conceal their belief that it was imperative to overcome religion
(and at times to actively fight against it), regarding it as an essential part of
the ancien ordre. Western, and in particular, US political elites tended to base
their anti-communist stance on an analogous “global conflict between the
god-fearing and the godless.”⁵
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The Geneva meeting in the Spring of 1968 was an obvious break with this
dominant pattern of antagonism. This chapter argues that this rupture with
the past constituted the most visible manifestation of the existence of a particu-
lar “channel” of East-West exchange that had evolved in various European coun-
tries from the late 1950s. Over time, this channel was more and more explicitly
described by its proponents as a reaction to the “de-humanizing” and “alienat-
ing” effects of various kinds of social engineering and planning in Europe’s
highly developed industrial societies. Questions about the “place of the
human being” in an ever more regulated and technicized society seemed funda-
mental to both Christians and Marxists of the time across the Iron Curtain which
justifies the relevance of the analysis of their debates for a more general reflec-
tion on planning and social engineering between East and West. Both camps
found surprisingly compatible language that was inspired, on the one side, by
the Gospel and, on the other, by the young Karl Marx, who first addressed the
issue of alienation in his 1844 Manuscripts. Anthropocentric resistance to the
“de-humanizing” effects of both “Stalinist techno-bureaucracy” and “capitalist
productivism” led the protagonists of the Christian-Marxist encounters to consid-
er themselves as “two minority sects.” They saw themselves as struggling against
a “technicized indifference” linked to ever more computerized planning and
management practices, and for “a more human world of man – today and tomor-
row.”⁶

Different countries could be chosen as the field of observation of these phe-
nomena. The Czech case is especially interesting and relevant for several rea-
sons. First, in the 1950s the Czech lands became a site for experimentation in
various forms of social engineering focused on rapid social transformation
(i.e. the construction of a “socialist society”). An important component of
those initiatives was the attempt to accelerate the atheization of society in a
planned manner. Projects aimed at “getting rid of religious obscurantism”
were imposed on Czechoslovakia with a heavier hand than in other countries
of the Eastern bloc. Such projects were aided by the particularly weak position
of institutionalized religion in the country and a stable grounding of local
free-thinking and anti-church movements.⁷
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At the same time, there was the tradition of debate between Czech Marxists
and Protestant elites about issues of modernity and modernization that dated
from the interwar period and created favorable conditions for national and inter-
national exchanges, despite deepening political differences after 1948.⁸ Last but
not least, Czech intellectuals of various confessions and political backgrounds
profited from past connections to different Western networks that were establish-
ed during the interwar period or even earlier. These networks were the basis of
the infrastructure of the East-West intellectual exchanges⁹ in which Czech actors
played a remarkable role.¹⁰

My analysis will begin at the national level and in the first part will examine
the so-called “executive phase” of one particular campaign of anti-religious of-
fensive: it is an example of social planning in practice where the actors them-
selves (in this case communist apparatchiks) used the then trendy P-word.
Their effort in the mid-1950s had the objective of limiting the social influence
of institutionalized religion in the public realm and hastening development to-
wards a “communist society” in a “scientifically controlled” way. I will then re-
construct the process by which a Czech Christian-Marxist space of exchange (a
“channel”) was created, which appeared, in part, in reaction to this campaign.
In fact, certain planners of atheization campaigns became progressively disen-
chanted with “administrative” anti-church measures, began to reflect upon the
shortcomings of their own social-engineering practices and finally (at least
some of them) opened themselves to inspiring debates with their former princi-
pal ideological adversaries (Christian theologians). In its third part, the chapter
will explore the internationalization of this channel of interaction during the
1960s, taking into account the different motivations of the main Czech and West-
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ern actors, as well as the inner dynamics of one international organization, the
World Council of Churches (WCC), which was struggling for relevance in a secu-
larizing world.

This field of research in East-West dialogue has so far remained rather unex-
plored.¹¹ This chapter is therefore based almost entirely on primary sources (both
published and unpublished) which come from different places: the relevant files
in Czech National Archives covering the development of communist social engi-
neering projects in the religious field; the archives of the Czechoslovak secret po-
lice, which closely followed all kinds of East-West contacts; the private papers of
influential actors; and the testimonies of local participants in dialogue activities.
I was able to analyze the international aspect of these contacts thanks to my
gaining access to relevant files in the WCC archives in Geneva.

Planning a society without religion

It is undeniable that the vision of a society free of institutionalized religion was
an important part of the project of communism in the Soviet bloc. In the late
1940s, the builders of socialism all over Central and Eastern Europe endlessly
quoted the passage from Karl Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Phi-
losophy of Right where he famously stated that religion “is the sigh of the op-
pressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless condi-
tions. It is the opium of the people.”¹² In the 1940s and 1950s, in the rising
European communist dictatorships, Marx’s words were frequently instrumental-
ized as a battle call against religion. One of the main aims the builders of social-
ism had was to achieve, as quickly as possible, a state of development where
such an “opiate” would be unnecessary, thanks principally to the benefits of sci-
entifically planned economic management.¹³ The big question of that time was

 The first collective volume on this subject (emphasizing the philosophical dimension of the
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isticko-křesťanského dialogu v Československu (Praha: Filosofia, 2017). I presented the first results
of my research on Christian-Marxist dialogue in my article “Dialogues on Religion in a ‘Socialist
Society’ under Construction: Marxist Social Scientists and Czech Protestants, 1940s-60s,” in Re-
constructing Communities in Europe, 1918–68, ed. Stefan Couperus and Harm Kaal (London:
Routledge, 2017), 238–259.
 For a historical contextualization of this thought, see Andrew McKinnon, “Reading ‘Opium
of the People’: Expression, Protest and the Dialectics of Religion,” Critical Sociology 1–2 (2005):
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whether a direct, centrally planned campaign against the churches was a neces-
sary part of such a process.

In the Czechoslovak case, in August 1948 a group of influential young appa-
ratchiks prepared substantial materials on religious affairs for the deliberation of
the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunistická
strana Československa [KSČ]). They proposed a series of measures laying out ex-
plicitly the need to “take all necessary steps,” including direct anti-church pol-
icies, with the objective of achieving the “final and definitive liquidation of reli-
gion.”¹⁴ Zealous Czech Stalinists in their early twenties fervently admired the
social engineering practices of their Soviet comrades, who had succeeded in
“rapidly spreading the scientific world view among the masses” thanks to cen-
trally-planned atheization campaigns undertaken in the USSR in the interwar pe-
riod.¹⁵

However, early Cold War tensions and postwar socio-economic difficulties
meant that the Czechoslovak communist leadership had to create as vast a con-
sensus as possible for their project of building socialism. They could not antag-
onize an important segment of the population. Consequently, all believers (ex-
cept for the “treacherous hierarchy” of the Catholic church and its religious
orders¹⁶) were invited at the end of the 1940s to join the “joyful socialist enter-
prise.”¹⁷ While Catholics (mainly in the traditionally religious areas of Moravia
and Slovakia) regarded this invitation with trepidation, an important number
of Czech non-Catholics more or less enthusiastically embraced the socialist proj-
ect, arguing that “when one reads Marx and Lenin, one can hear resonance of
what was announced by the Old Testament prophets and New Testament apos-
tles.”¹⁸

Nevertheless, the idea of doing away with institutionalized religion (always a
reminder of the incompleteness of the “new socialist reality”) did not disappear

 Návrh na řešení náboženských otázek v ČSR (30 August 1948), fond Generální sekretariát ÚV
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from the to-do lists of the leading Czech communist ideologues. This goal resur-
faced with new vigor in the second half of the 1950s, when the dictatorship al-
ready seemed socially and economically stabilized. In fact, in the late 1950s,
the Czechoslovak communist leadership, always struggling for the prestigious
position of “Moscow’s best pupil,” decided to accelerate the construction of a
socialist society in an organized, thoroughly-planned manner, so that they
could legitimately proclaim Czechoslovakia to be the second “pure” socialist
state in the world.¹⁹

Antonín Novotný, then the First Secretary of the KSČ, outlined the roadmap
in his opening address to the Party’s eleventh congress, held in Prague in June
1958. He emphasized the necessity of forging “moral and political unity” among
the Czechoslovak people and closely linked this kind of unity with the process of
“finishing the cultural revolution.”²⁰ He further called for a resolute and “care-
fully planned” campaign that would “speed up the cultural development” of the
Czechoslovak population. Manifestations of “religious backwardness,” and
those who espoused them, soon became the main targets of this policy.²¹

This ambitious social-engineering offensive proceeded in several steps. It al-
ways combined a great deal of chaos with minutely planned bureaucratic meas-
ures that targeted important crossroads of social life. The most socially conflic-
tive action was limiting the visibility and influence of practicing Christians in
public spaces and more importantly, in the field of education. Following several
rather ambiguously worded messages from the top level of the KSČ hierarchy,²²

regional and local Party officers decided that teachers at all levels of the educa-
tive system should be obliged to sign a document proclaiming their “successful
coming to terms with religious prejudice” if they wanted to keep their positions.²³

Numerous witnesses agree that at the turn of the 1950s and 1960s, an alarming
shortage of teachers resulted in some regions as many hyperactive school head-
masters set for themselves the objective of attaining a purely atheist staff as soon

 “Usnesení XI. sjezdu,” Rudé právo, 23 July 1958, 1.
 Antonín Novotný, Zpráva o činnosti ústředního výboru KSČ XI. sjezdu a současné hlavní úkoly
(Praha: Ústřední výbor KSČ), 1958.
 11. sjezd KSČ – dovršení výstavby socialismu v naší vlasti (Praha: ÚV ČSM, 1959). For a previ-
ous position of the Central Committee of the KSČ on this issue, see: “Zásady zkvalitnění ideo-
logické a politické práce mezi učiteli všeobecně vzdělávacích a odborných škol,” 18 September
1957 published in Od X. do XI. sjezdu: Usnesení a dokumenty ÚV KSČ (Praha: SPNL, 1958), 593.
 This ambiguity arose from the fact that from 1954 on, the religious affiliation of Czechoslo-
vak citizens was not recorded in any kind of official materials: file 3, archival unit 3, p. 23, fond
1261/0/14 (Secretariat of the Central Committee of the CPC 1954– 1962), NA Prague.
 Reports from 1958, 1959; XXI/2, file 11, fond SC, XVII/5, Central Archives of the Evangelical
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as possible.²⁴ As a “logical” outgrowth of this policy, applications by devout stu-
dents for study programs at pedagogical faculties were systematically turned
down. The justification was that a teacher in a socialist society must be wholly
identified with a “scientific world view” that was incompatible with a religious
confession.²⁵

In addition to these negative, discriminatory measures, which reduced the
social influence of believers, the “positive” side of the social-engineering effort
to “finish the cultural revolution” was the cultivation of “scientific atheists”
through education and propaganda. The Politburo decided to systematically sup-
port the institutionalization of a new field of research, “scientific atheism.” Its
mission was to educate experts who could produce and disseminate “scientifi-
cally based propaganda” and, last but not least, “plan necessary steps in the
process of finishing the cultural revolution.”²⁶

Thanks to generous state funding, several research groups appeared in the
field of “scientific atheism” in the late 1950s. Two centres gradually acquired
dominant positions: the Department of Scientific Atheism at the Czechoslovak
Academy of Sciences, headed by Erika Kadlecová (born 1924),²⁷ and the Depart-
ment of Philosophy at the Faculty of Arts of Charles University, where an assis-
tant professor, Milan Machovec (1925–2003), began to publish numerous writ-
ings on “methods of education in atheism.”²⁸ These “experts” systematically
collaborated with the KSČ apparatus, which substantially increased their politi-
cal and social impact and at the same time allowed KSČ officials to claim the
“scientific legitimation” of their positions in the field of religion and the policies
they implemented.²⁹

In this regard, Czechoslovakia’s communist dictatorship basically followed a
wider European pattern of pursuing social and economic development. In an era

 Karel Kaplan, Kronika komunistického Československa. Doba tání 1953– 1956 (Brno: Barrister
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uer, Claudia Kraft and Martin Schulze Wessel (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2011), 107– 133.
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of “planned modernization,” expert solutions were fundamental sources of so-
cial and political legitimacy.³⁰ Hence, in the 1950s and 1960s, the Czechoslovak
communist leadership sponsored various “expert committees” focused on anal-
ysis of all sorts of economic, social and political issues.³¹ The histories of these
committees follow an almost universal pattern. In the first phase, experts where
chosen on the basis of their loyalty to the original framework devised by the KSČ
Politburo. Then, the experts progressively emancipated themselves and, to the
dismay of the conservative Party leadership, began to spread an independent
and critical discourse in their field of expertize, thanks to their access to forbid-
den literature and their contacts with Western science. Ota Šik’s team in econom-
ics, Zdeněk Mlynář’s team in political science and Radovan Richta’s group devot-
ed to “scientific and technological revolution”³² all actively prepared the way for
the reformist Prague Spring.

So did the above-mentioned “scientific atheists.” After a period of docile ful-
filment of the tasks formulated for them by the Ideological Committee of the
KSČ, Kadlecová, Machovec, Sviták, Hranička and other scientific atheists
began to reflect in an independent way upon the alienating effects of social en-
gineering initiatives in the field of religion.With their ambitions to scientifically
understand social reality, they launched a project for a standardized sociological
survey on the religiosity of Czech population (carried out in 1963). This survey
provided a background for reflection on the paradoxical outcomes of social plan-
ning in the sphere of human consciousness carried out in the 1950s.³³ Unsurpris-
ingly, these growingly independent thinkers soon attracted the attention of their
former “ideological opponents” on the Christian side, who eventually formed a
stable coalition with them and a “channel” that created space for mutual ex-
change of ideas, as well as useful contacts and support.
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Launching the dialogue:
Formation of the national channel

In order to understand the logic of rapprochement between the Marxist and Prot-
estant intellectual elites in the late 1950s in the Czech lands, it is first important
to retrace the principal turning points in the trajectory of the communist “scien-
tific atheists.” Thanks to their strong social and political capital inside the dic-
tatorship, they were able to secure and institutionalize space for Christian-Marx-
ist exchanges at the national level.

Most of the scientific atheists started their intellectual journeys as enthusi-
astic young Stalinists, replacing the “old bourgeois cadres” in philosophy de-
partments and sociological institutes from the late 1940s onward – often after
participating in extensive University purges in the early 1950s. They entered aca-
demia with a firm belief in the omnipotence of the Party, the universal validity of
Marx-Leninist teachings and the unlimited potential of social engineering prac-
tices in all spheres of activity. Their motto was “the future of the world is in our
hands” thanks to “scientific planning.”³⁴ This self-confident attitude was com-
plemented by a strong sense of loyalty towards the KSČ, which permitted an oth-
erwise unlikely acceleration of their academic careers. Many of them were sent to
study in the USSR at elite Party institutes in order to be educated at the very
source. Even though they brought back the “seeds of disenchantment” based
on their opportunity to observe closely the dysfunctionality of Soviet social en-
gineering practices,³⁵ they were still considered reliable enough to be given ac-
cess to Western social-scientific literature and forbidden parts of the Marxist
canon (such as Marx’s early writings) in the early 1950s. Their discovery of the
“young Marx” and his 1844 manuscripts, together with Khrushchev’s 1956 reve-
lations (for many of them “a genuine existential earthquake”³⁶) and their con-
tacts with Polish and Yugoslav revisionists, led them to substantially re-evaluate
their own self-image and the socialist project.³⁷

Nevertheless, the scientific atheists did not renounce that project altogether.
Quite to the contrary, they invested enormous energy into trying to find out
“what went wrong,” in part because they remained deeply identified with social-

 Ibid, 256. Erika Kadlecová, interview by Ondřej Matějka, 15 January 2008.
 Mlynář, Nightfrost in Prague.
 Erika Kadlecová, interview by Ondřej Matějka, 15 January 2008.
 Ivan Sviták, Devět životů: konkrétní dialektika (Praha: SAKKO, 1992).
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ism and felt personal responsibility for its failures in the Czech context.³⁸ In their
field of expertize, based on intense study of Eastern and Western sociological lit-
erature, they carried on frequent debates with colleagues from other socialist
countries. Because of their opportunities to observe what was going on at the
local level,³⁹ they became persuaded that social engineering with the objective
of hastening the demise of religious faith simply did not work, and furthermore,
sometimes was outright alienating to believers.

That critical reflection found its way into the national media and reached a
wider public. This was possible because of the solid social and political capital
the scientific atheists had accumulated in the first years of the socialist regime,
and because the post-Stalinist moment opened a wholly new discursive space
where criticism of “the remnants of the cult of personality” was expected.
Hence, the scientific atheists were authorized to publish in influential reviews
such as Nová mysl or Filosofický časopis their revisionist thoughts about the in-
efficiency of “bureaucratic methods” used in the process of “finishing the cultur-
al revolution” and the problem of “producing a sense of life” in a highly devel-
oped, centrally planned society.⁴⁰

Protestant intellectual elites who suffered from the socially marginalizing
measures of social engineering aimed at “finishing the cultural revolution”
were quick to react. The first contact with Machovec was established by two
young Protestant pastors, Karel Trusina and Milan Opočenský, who began at-
tending Machovec’s seminars at the Faculty of Arts in the late 1950s. They
soon proposed arranging a discussion for Machovec with professor Josef L. Hro-
mádka, dean of the Comenius Protestant Theology Faculty in Prague.⁴¹ In this
encounter, Machovec made a “great discovery” that “influenced the rest of his
life.”⁴² He met a group of Christian intellectuals holding dogmatically sound

 For deeper reflection on this aspect, see Ondřej Matějka, “We are the Generation that Will
Construct Socialism: The Czech 68ers Between Manifest Destiny and Mark of Cain,” in Talkin’
’Bout my Generation. Conflicts of Generation Building and Europe’s 1968, ed. Anna von der
Goltz (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2011), 118–139.
 They were employed by the KSČ apparatus as lecturers for regional officers responsible for
church policy. Ladislav Prokůpek, interview by Ondřej Matějka, 20 October 2007; Erika Kadleco-
vá, interview by Ondřej Matějka, 15 January 2008.
 Some examples: Erika Kadlecová, “Ateismus bojovný a trpělivý,” Nová mysl 10 (1962): 1254–
1262; Machovec, “O metodách;” Milan Machovec, “Je naše vědeckoateistická výchova správně
orientována?” Filosofický časopis 3 (1964): 354–361.
 Olga Nytrová and Milan Balabán, “Rozhovor s profesorem Milanem Machovcem. Jak tomu
bylo s vaším křesťanstvím a marxismem?” Křesťanská revue 7 (2000): 176; Diaries 1958– 1959,
J. L. Hromádka papers, Archives of Evangelical Theological Faculty.
 Nytrová and Balabán, “Rozhovor,” 176.
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theological principles who nonetheless sincerely identified with the socialist
project and had been well-acquainted with Marxist thought since the 1920s.⁴³
Furthermore, the Protestants’ contacts and connections in the West opened a
new and attractive space for the predominantly Eastern-oriented Marxist think-
ers.

In the late 1950s, the first Christian-Marxist conversations took place regard-
ing principally specific religious topics. For example, Machovec was working on
a research project on Barthian dialectic theology and he found in his Protestant
counterparts excellent informants and discussion partners.⁴⁴ Progressively, how-
ever, the growing group of Marxists and Christians that formed around Hromád-
ka and Machovec cleared common ground for debate on more general topics,
most notably about the alienation and dehumanization evoked by the then-cur-
rent phase of Czechoslovak socialism. Personal experience with social engineer-
ing operations constituted an important reference point for them all. In the
words of Jan Milíč Lochman, one of the main Protestant participants, the topic
they examined with the most passion was the place of man “within the alienat-
ing structures of institutional manipulations as they evidently appeared within
the centralized structure of socialist society.”⁴⁵

Christian intellectuals did not contest the fact that “a house for a new soci-
ety was being built” or that Marxism offered “knowledge of social laws enabling
effective management of social development.”⁴⁶ Nevertheless, they shared a
common concern with their atheist counterparts about the “manifold alienation
of modern man [that] has not yet been overcome by the socialist structure of so-
ciety.”⁴⁷ The revisionist Marxists agreed that regulation and planning of different
dimensions of social life often produced “fatalism,” especially when such poli-
cies were carried out with “bureaucratized indifference,” and thus could result in
a “dehumanized world” where man played only the role of “a cog in a vast ma-
chine.”⁴⁸

 On this aspect, see for instance Jiří Hájek, Paměti (Praha: Ústav mezinárodních vztahů, 1997).
 As a result of this project, Milan Machovec published a book entitled O tak zvané “dialek-
tické” teologii současného protestantismu (Praha: ČSAV, 1962).
 Lochman, Church. See also Josef Lukl Hromádka, Gospel for Atheists (Geneva: WCC–Youth
Department, 1965).
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Since the early 1960s, these discussion partners became more attached to
each other as they formed a coalition against the conservative Party apparatus.
Its representatives observed, with a sense of shock, how the former brain trust of
the atheization campaigns had become a nest of well-thought-out criticism of all
attempts at “bureaucratic” social engineering in the field of religion.⁴⁹ Macho-
vec, Prokůpek, and Kadlecová were furthermore ready to support Protestant pro-
tests against repressive measures aimed at limiting church activities. They also
opposed social discrimination against believers, for example in admission pro-
cedures to the university.⁵⁰

From the mid-1960s, the scope and resonance of this continuing dialogue
widened and became even more general. Machovec, for instance, explicitly
began to refuse to acknowledge social engineering attempts as a “so-called his-
torical necessity” (related to the “inevitable march” towards a communist society
without religion) and as an infallible guarantee of a brighter future. Quite the re-
verse. Referring to incidents of forced atheization, he contended that the idea
that “the future human being can be planned in every respect” was “something
quite crude and vulgar.”⁵¹ Machovec formulated sophisticated hypotheses about
the origin of specific forms of alienation produced by the construction of social-
ism and called for deep reflection about the need for a “sense of life” in a society
that was on its way toward communism.⁵²

Machovec found his main source of inspiration in the work of the Marxist
psychoanalyst and philosopher Erich Fromm, with whom he met for the first
time in the context of the Christian-Marxist dialogue in Prague in the mid-
1960s.⁵³ After that, Machovec and his Christian friends became ardent propo-
nents of Fromm’s ideas about what he called a “historical irony,” where the “spi-
rit of capitalism, the satisfaction of material greed,” so typical of Western con-
sumer societies, was infecting the socialist countries of East-Central Europe as
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well.⁵⁴ Fromm understood the logic of this process in the following way: the ma-
terial success of capitalism was immensely impressive to poorer countries in Eu-
rope where communism triumphed. The attractiveness of socialism had become
identified with its success in the competition with capitalism. According to
Fromm and his followers, this competition was, nevertheless, being taking
place on capitalist terms. Fromm warned that socialism “with its planned econ-
omy was in danger of deteriorating into a system which can accomplish the in-
dustrialization of poorer countries more quickly than capitalism, rather than of
becoming a society in which the development of man, and not that of economic
production, is the main goal.” According to Fromm, but also Machovec, this dan-
ger was becoming ever more acute as Eastern regimes accepted a “crude version”
of Marxism, divorced from “the humanist spiritual tradition of which Marx was
one of the greatest representatives.” What followed from this distortion, as diag-
nosed by Fromm in both East and West, was a society managed and planned “by
giant enterprises, giant industrial, governmental, and labour bureaucracies”
which produced alienated individuals.

The French philosopher Roger Garaudy (a member of the politburo of the
French Communist Party between 1956 and 1970) was another key source of in-
spiration for Czech revisionist Marxists and their Christian counterparts. Garaudy
gradually sharpened his criticism of the “Stalinist techno-bureaucracy” over
time. He contended that it reproduced (and at times enforced) a “dualist struc-
ture” of governing/governed, dominating/dominated, and limited socialism to
“a specific system of economic planning.”⁵⁵ His critiques encountered an enthu-
siastic response in Prague among proponents of the Christian-Marxist dialogue.
In the early 1960s, he repeatedly went there to present his thoughts on socialism
as “a project of civilisation” leading to “a richer and more creative” life. This
opinion was very much in tune with the reformist thinking then mushrooming
in Prague, which Garaudy himself had already in 1963 baptized as the “Prague
Spring.”⁵⁶

At that time, Fromm and Garaudy were frequently referenced by the contin-
uously expanding Czech circle of dialogical Marxists and Christians. It is possi-
ble to observe the progressive institutionalization of their debate in two places
where the basic contours of the Christian-Marxist “channel” on the national
level were being defined. On the one hand, more theologically oriented discus-
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sions, which had started in Hromádka’s apartment in the late 1950s,⁵⁷ moved to
the Protestant theological faculty in the autumn of 1963. There, several dozen
Protestants, Catholics and Marxists who were open to dialogue met every
other Thursday in the refectory of the faculty. The topics they presented and dis-
cussed ranged from medieval theology to the issue of alienation in socialist so-
ciety.⁵⁸

The second space, more philosophically oriented, originated in discussions
which first took place in Machovec’s apartment in Košíře. The main participants
were Hromádka’s students Opočenský and Trusina, Machovec, and some of Ma-
chovec’s closest philosophical partners, like Zbyněk Fišer. According to Milan
Opočenský, “our debates were exciting, honest and often tough. I remember
that we encouraged ourselves by reflecting on the fact that dialogue helps us
not only in finding a way towards other people but also in engaging in dialogue
with ourselves and with our mortal essence”.⁵⁹

Profoundly spiritual debates were soon to be confronted with more earthly
preoccupations. After the birth of Machovec’s second child in 1963, Mrs. Macho-
vec presented her husband with a clear ultimatum: either Machovec, Opočenský,
Trusina and their growing circle of Christian and Marxist partners would find a
more suitable space for their noisy encounters than the Machovec family’s kitch-
en or they would have to stop.⁶⁰ At that critical moment, Machovec decided to
transfer the debates onto academic territory. In that way, he founded the “Mon-
day Dialogic Seminar” at the Faculty of Arts, which later became famous and
through the end of the 1960s attracted students and intellectuals from all facul-
ties of Charles University and the Academy of Sciences.⁶¹
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The dialogue goes global

Despite Hromádka’s and Machovec’s adroit manoeuvring in the context of com-
munist dictatorship (and family dynamics), the Czech Christian-Marxist channel
did not remain unnoticed by the conservative wing of the KSČ leadership and the
secret police (Státní bezpečnost [StB]). This was partly because of its subversive
political rhetoric but even more because of its progressive internationalization.
StB files document in great detail the growing number of international observers
and participants attracted by these Prague dialogues. They also show how StB
officers continuously sounded the alarm for the upper levels of the KSČ about
what they considered a danger of “foreign ideological infiltration.”⁶²

In this particular case, the reports of the agents and collaborators of the secret
police, despite a frequent tendency to produce conspiracy theories and interpret
the world in terms of the games of intelligence agencies, probably did not overes-
timate the rapid internationalization of the religious dialogue. The dialogue was
undoubtedly closely linked to a global context: in the mid-1960s, Christian-Marxist
dialogues “broke out” almost simultaneously in a number of European countries,
including Czechoslovakia, Italy, West Germany, and France.⁶³

The Czech group became an intensely courted partner for Western partici-
pants. It was attractive because it had grown up autonomously in the Eastern,
socialist part of the European continent, thus constituting a sort of “laboratory.”
It offered Western counterparts original and “indigenous” thinking from the
“Second World” about problems of alienation that were relevant to modern bu-
reaucratic societies, where new forms of social regulation and management (as
interpreted by Fromm) were being introduced.⁶⁴ The group’s members’ influence
also rested on their “impressive intellectual performance,” which was reported
with a sense of admiration not only by political allies like Garaudy and
Fromm but by critical observers and opponents of communism as well, such
as those from Radio Free Europe.⁶⁵ Furthermore, in its conquest of Western au-
diences, the Czech dialogic group enjoyed a unique advantage: the international
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social capital of Czech Protestants, who had traditionally possessed close con-
nections to the West.

From the very beginning of Cold War détente, Czech Protestant elites were
able to rapidly (re‐)establish contacts and networks and even enlarge them.
The scientific atheist Machovec’s career trajectory constitutes a perfect example
of the benefits. “The Protestants made me leave my Prague quietness and forced
me to start travelling,” he amusedly confessed in the 1970s.⁶⁶ In fact, thanks to
the Protestants’ recommendations, Machovec was invited to several internation-
al Christian debating fora in the early 1960s. In the wake of his first Western trip,
to Graz for the World Student Christian Federation conference in 1962, he be-
came “a genuine dialogue magnet.” His foreign lectures and discussion tours,
which emphasized the alienating impact of modernization in both the East
and the West, always met with great success.⁶⁷

Machovec was not alone in profiting from the dynamics of international in-
terfaith dialogue as Protestant networks opened the gates to the West. In the sec-
ond half of the 1960s, his Marxist colleagues Vítězslav Gardavský and Julius
Tomin were “exported” to the USA, thanks to sponsorship by the National Coun-
cil of Churches, in order to inform the overseas intellectual public about the
Christian-Marxist dialogue. Tomin even earned a visiting professorship at the
University of Hawaii as an outcome of that trip.⁶⁸ Thanks to Protestant connec-
tions, Ladislav Prokůpek, a member of Kadlecová’s Department of Scientific
Atheism at the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences in the 1960s, obtained a
scholarship from the World Council of Churches and spent a semester in Geneva
in the academic year 1969–70.⁶⁹

These increasingly more intense exchanges gradually led to the establish-
ment and stabilization of spaces for dialogue at the international level. Regular
international dialogic conferences organized by the Paulus Gesellschaft probably
represented the earliest manifestation of this stabilization in the 1960s. The West
German association, whose name refers to the Apostle Paul’s mediation efforts
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between the Jews and the Gentiles, was founded in 1956 by Erich Kellner, a West
German Catholic priest and theologian who was interested in re-thinking the po-
sition of Christianity in the “scientific age.” In the early 1960s, Kellner noticed
the new intellectual movement among East European Marxists and decided to
offer Paulus Gesellschaft as a mediator and moderator of discussions between
the two ideological camps. The first East European who was authorized to attend
a Paulus Gesellschaft conference was the Polish philosopher Adam Schaff in
1964.⁷⁰ In the following years, the Paulus initiative continued to develop. In
1965, a much more numerous delegation of Eastern Marxists came to Salzburg
to discuss the theme of the “Christian and Marxist Future.” They returned
again in 1966 to Herrenchiemsee, where they compared “Christian Humanity
and Marxist Humanism.”⁷¹

The international reputation of these encounters grew with every meeting
and it seemed only logical to try to organize one in the East. It is significant
that the Czech team of Marxist sociologists, headed by Erika Kadlecová, offered
to co-sponsor the 1967 Paulus Gesellschaft congress. It took place in the Czech
resort town Mariánské lázně (Marienbad) and marked the apogee of the dialogic
movement with over 220 participants and extensive media coverage (mainly in
the West).⁷²

The central topic of the debate in Marienbad was “Creativity and Freedom in
a Human Society.” This clearly marked a continuation of East-West reflection on
the alienating effects of bureaucratically-managed societies in high modernity
and the limited possibilities for development of freedom and creativity in such
contexts. The participants, irrespective of the ideological camp from which
they came, agreed that it was necessary “to protect the individual against all at-
tempts to reduce him merely to a medium for the construction of a technologi-
cally over-rationalized future” and warned against “new forms of alienation”
in developed capitalist and socialist societies. At the end of their deliberations,
they tried to strengthen their message by asserting that they represented “the
two most important ideologically-oriented groups [i.e. Christians and Marxists]
in modern society”, which felt “a special responsibility for the future of man.”⁷³

Who contributed most to such an ambitious claim? On the one hand, there
were leading Catholic and Protestant theologians such as Karl Rahner, Johann
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Baptist Metz, Giulio Girardi, Yves Congar, Jürgen Moltmann and Georges Casalis.
On the other hand, the most active Western European participants from the
Marxist field included Manuel Azcarate, a respected member of the Spanish
Communist Party in exile, Lucian Gruppi, the head of the Ideological Section
of the Central Committee of the Italian CP,Walter Hollitscher, a professor of phi-
losophy at the University of Leipzig and a consultant to the Central Committee of
the Austrian Communist Party, and of course, Roger Garaudy.

The encounters facilitated by the Paulus Gesellschaft produced even more
offspring, which further enhanced the East-West channel of communication. In
particular, two journals became spaces for intense intellectual exchange on var-
ious topics opened up by the Christian-Marxist dialogue. The Austrian journal
Neues Forum started to play a role as the “official review” for Christian-Marxist
dialogue in the mid-1960s. Ironically, it was first financed by the decidedly anti-
communist North American “Congress for Cultural Freedom.” As it emancipated
itself and added a subtitle, “International Review for Dialogue,” it became one of
the liveliest journals specializing in East-West dialogue. It had wide recognition
in Europe, and was led by an international editorial committee staffed by “dia-
logic stars” from both sides of the Iron Curtain, including Moltmann, Bloch,
Metz, Fromm, Hromádka, Machovec, and also Eric Hobsbawm.⁷⁴

In 1967, the prominent Catholic theologian Karl Rahner founded yet another
journal with a similar background and purpose. It was entitled the Internationale
DIALOG Zeitschrift and first appeared in 1968. It constituted a more theologically
oriented platform for continuing exchange between Christians and Marxists with
an international audience.⁷⁵

It is possible to identify even lower-level ramifications of the Christian-Marx-
ist channel between Eastern and Western Europe, which had a concrete impact
on the ground of academia. Exchanges between the Collegium Academicum of
the University of Heidelberg and Charles University offer such an example. In
fact, thanks to his growing fame in West European Protestant circles after the
Graz conference in 1962, Milan Machovec (together with Czech Protestant histor-
ian Amadeo Molnár, another proponent of the dialogue) was invited to the annu-
al conference of the Evangelische Akademie Berlin in September 1963, to contrib-
ute to the topic “Neighbours in the Centre of Europe.” In the early 1960s, this was
still quite a unique opportunity for dialogue with the West German students who
were members of the Collegium Academicum of Heidelberg. Representatives of
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this academic association decided to use their newly formed contacts to gain an
invitation for 15 students to stay in Prague in 1964. In the months that followed,
they established a regular series of semester-long exchanges between Heidelberg
and Prague for a dozen students, which lasted until the end of the Prague Spring
and allowed a much wider circle of students to enjoy opportunities originally
only available in the Christian-Marxist channel.⁷⁶

Finally, in the mid-1960s, the public importance of these encounters, as well
as the influence of certain Czech actors in the World Council of Churches, attract-
ed the WCC’s attention to the dialogue.⁷⁷ We can observe a double motivation for
the organization’s interest. First of all, the early 1960s were marked by the WCC’s
effort to find new ways to legitimize its existence and purpose in an ever more
secularized Euro-Atlantic context (which still remained the centre of gravity of
the WCC).⁷⁸ At the same time, the WCC was looking for more intense connections
to the Second and Third Worlds. Both of these logics converged at the moment
the WCC was preparing to hold a “Conference on Church and Society” in Geneva
in 1966.⁷⁹ Of the 420 participants, about equal numbers came from the Third
World, socialist countries, North America and Western Europe, making it the
first large ecumenical conference in which the participants from the Western
countries were not in a majority.

One of the outcomes of the conference (co-organized and co-chaired by
Czech dialogic theologian Lochman) that was explicitly emphasized in the
final report for the WCC’s Central Committee, was an accent on the necessity
to develop all kinds of dialogic initiatives, with a special focus on contacts
with Marxism. “We urge that the WCC seek to initiate a formal dialogue with
Marxists on an international basis, in each region of the world.”⁸⁰ The justifica-
tion for that effort underlined the fact that “many Christians and Marxists have
common social concerns,” arising from “the emergence of a pluralistic and tech-
nological society in both East and West.”⁸¹

 Beth, “Im Dialog mit Milan Machovec,” 185– 193.
 File 42.11.04, WCC archives Geneva.
 File 994.3.50.12, WCC archives Geneva. One of the principal coordinators of the dialogue in
Geneva, Lukas Vischer, insisted that “the World Council’s Church and Society Conference,
and the Christian Peace Conference are shattering the chains of the Constantinian era in
which the church was considered the champion of the existing order whatever it might be.
The church is vitally interested in the thoughts and problems of THIS world”.
 For more on this conference, see Katharina Kunter and Annegreth Schilling, Globalisierung
der Kirchen: der Ökumenische Rat der Kirchen und die Entdeckung der Dritten Welt in den 1960er
und 1970er Jahren (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014), 38–41.
 Minutes of Central Committee 1967 (205), WCC archives Geneva.
 Ibid.

Social Engineering and Alienation between East and West 183



On the basis of that suggestion (symbolically presented to the Central Com-
mittee of the WCC by Lochman himself), the WCC decided to co-finance a series
of Christian-Marxist meetings. It also tried to actively contribute to the spread of
dialogue among students – for instance, by co-organizing dialogic seminars in
Geneva. Unsurprisingly, one of the first invitees came from Prague. In 1967,
Josef Smolík, a professor of Protestant systematic theology and an active partic-
ipant in the Prague Christian-Marxist meetings, used the seminars to introduce,
together with his colleague Richard Shaull (a professor at the Princeton theolog-
ical seminary deeply influenced by Josef L. Hromádka during his studies⁸²), elab-
orate thinking on the dangers (and challenges) of the computerized cybernetic
society then arising both in the West and in the East as the result of the “scien-
tific and technological revolution.” Smolík analyzed the “introduction of cyber-
netic models for management of economic and social life” and explicitly argued,
in line with ideas discussed at Marienbad and in the Neues Forum, that “the dan-
ger that cybernetics represents consists of stealing the fundamental dimensions
of humanity from a man,” which “leads to the complete disintegration of the
human being deprived of his freedom.” Shaull warned, in quite the same vein,
that the danger of a “technicisized civilization,” characterized by ever more ra-
tionalized and computerized management, was resulting in “a new form of slav-
ery.” The only way out that Shaull and Smolík could imagine required a “new
revolution” substantially inspired by emancipatory movements in the Third
World.⁸³

This line of thought, which consistently emphasized connections with the
South and consequently globalized the whole dialogic enterprise, dominated
the most important international manifestation of the Christian-Marxist channel.
This was the conference organized by the WCC in Geneva in April 1968 men-
tioned in the introduction of the chapter. The organizing committee invited
speakers with special care, including representatives from South America, Africa
and Asia. The WCC then announced with triumphant jubilation that its confer-
ence was the first occasion when theologians and philosophers coming from
the First, Second, and Third Worlds would simultaneously take part in debates.⁸⁴
The organizers stated with great satisfaction that the conference dialogue
“reached global proportions” and engaged with “pressing and practical prob-
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lems” on the world level – most importantly, the issue of the dehumanizing con-
sequences of scientifically managed social and economic development.⁸⁵

Conclusion

Geneva 1968 can thus be seen as the conference that confirmed the globalization
of the dialogic enterprise, which had grown out of several sources. In this chap-
ter, we followed one of those sources, reaching back to the Czechoslovakia of the
late 1950s. There, observation of the dysfunctionality of social engineering prac-
tices in the sphere of religion (and a common interest among Christians and
Marxists alike in finding a remedy for this situation) brought together elite Marx-
ists and Protestant theologians. They progressively began to share their reflec-
tions on wider issues connected with rationalized scientific management and
the planning of social life in developed industrial societies, along with the alien-
ating effects of such phenomena. The national dialogue in Czechoslovakia found
enthusiastic partners and supporters in the West and thus became a space of in-
teraction, a channel through the Iron Curtain.

Nevertheless, the April 1968 Geneva meeting marked the limits of this chan-
nel. The attempt to integrate the South into the East-West debates backfired in
the end. Critical observers rightly stated that although it was certainly impressive
to see how smoothly Czech and Hungarian Marxists communicated with Western
Christians about social engineering and alienation, the presence of Third World
delegates only accentuated the declining relevance of this European intellectual
harmony in a global context. The Indian delegate to the conference put it in
blunt terms when he noted that original solutions to “the old East-West ideolog-
ical conflicts do not bring anything interesting for contemporary Indians.”⁸⁶ Rep-
resentatives of the South therefore systematically attempted to turn the focus to-
wards the problems relevant to them: revolution and liberation struggles in the
Third World, and ambiguous theological justifications for violence. This “revolu-
tionary arrogance,”⁸⁷ which scandalized both Eastern and Western habitués of
the dialogue channel, was a clear signal to the leadership of the WCC. In the fol-
lowing years, they shifted their focus to debates on revolutionary and liberation
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theology. After one more attempt to continue the global Christian-Marxist dia-
logue in 1969, the WCC ceased to support that kind of activity.

The rapid end of the dialogic effort in the international ecumenical arena
was closely connected with its decline in the national (Czech) context as well.
The Geneva meeting took place only four months before the invasion of Czecho-
slovakia by Warsaw Pact troops, which crushed the Prague Spring. Czech actors
in the dialogue all identified with the reformers’ attempt to find a “third path”
between socialism and capitalism, and so their fate was sealed once “normali-
zation” in occupied Czechoslovakia picked up speed. At the beginning of the
1970s, Machovec, Kadlecová, Prokůpek and their colleagues were singled out
as proponents of a “theological form of the anti-communist theory of conver-
gence.”⁸⁸ They lost their jobs in the academic sphere and spent the following
20 years in the dissident intellectual underground.⁸⁹ In a sense, however, the
channel opened up by the Czechoslovak dialogic encounters of the late 1950s
bore helpful fruit in the 1970s. Ironically enough, Milan Machovec (one of the
founding fathers of Czech scientific atheism in the early 1950s) earned most of
his income for the greater part of the 1970s from his part-time job as the organist
at Saint Antonin’s church in Prague-Holešovice, which he obtained thanks to his
dialogic reputation in Catholic circles.
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