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 Milan Kundera wrote The Joke, his first novel, in 1967, published during the 

period of Soviet control, one year before the attempt to dismiss this regime, the Prague’s 

Spring; a series of reforms to achieve “socialism with a human face”. This failed 

revolution resulted in the Soviet tank invasion of Czechoslovakia (Encyclopaedia 

Britannica 2018).  

 The period of Soviet rule in Czechoslovakia was rather different, compared to 

other countries under the USSR control. Instead of the huge gap between the few powerful 

rich ruling over the poor masses while preaching a classless society, according to my 

Czech classmates, this was a period of generalized poverty, they claim, and I quote: “not 

even our leaders had bananas!”. A collective memory like this one is powerful enough to 

make people hate communism forever; or until new memories replace the old ones. The 

Joke was written in this period of political agitation and is a remarkable criticism of the 

authoritarian times, of the government’s intrusive role in people’s private lives.  

 The book, even though written in 1967-68, has come a long way before reaching 

the shelves in its final English translation. The first three translations totally altered the 

book’s structure and language, Kundera felt like he was not reading his own book 

(Kundera 1992). The fourth translation was technically good but the author, instead of 

finding his ironic criticism of totalitarian populist regimes, found a harsh satire towards 

the communist era; characters like Ludvik had gone from a “melancholy intellectual” to 

“vulgar and cynical” (Kundera 1992). The fact that the original manuscript was never 

touched by the Communist censorship but completely re-arranged and lost in translation 

when published in the West is the type of irony that could belong to a plot of a piece like 

The Joke. 

 The story itself begins with Ludvik going back to his hometown and asking his 

friend Kostka to stay at his place for he needs it to meet a girl, Helena. Ludvik appears as 

the typical nihilist character that the reader spends the entire book trying to pinpoint 

exactly what is wrong with but reaches no conclusion, except that the character’s feelings 

are more relatable than one would wish or except for – however, personally, he becomes 

progressively more difficult to sympathize with and his flaws easier to address. 

 The ultimate way of showing someone’s nihilist attitude is by making them not 

display any intense feelings after the death of a loved one. The perfect example is how 

Albert Camus opens the existentialist masterpiece The Stranger: “Mother died today. Or, 



maybe, yesterday; I can’t be sure”. It is almost impossible not to draw the parallel between 

what Kundera does here with Ludvik “my mother was buried among strangers in a grave 

I never attended.” 

 Ludvik uses his friend’s house without much concern for how he’s been spending 

the past few years and during a car drive conversation between both, the reader is able to 

understand why they have parted ways but also why they have never stopped functioning 

so well together: they are each other’s counterpoints, Ludvik’s an atheist and Kostka 

believes in God, one sees life as mostly meaningless and the latter has multiple ways of 

finding meaning. Ludvik admits he uses Kostka to better understand what he himself is 

and thinks and Kostka does the same. The book switches to Helena’s perspective, she’s 

getting ready for her date with Ludvik. The contrast between the two characters is almost 

funny: she is organized and full of quotidian futile concerns and a light way of analytic 

thinking while he is unable to find any practical and simple meaning in anything.  

 In part three, back to Ludvik’s perspective, time shifts: the country is under the 

Communist regime rule. Ludvik is not much different then, he cares about participating 

in the Communist Party activities and flirting with girls, perhaps as ways to find meaning. 

He ends up in a relationship with a very optimistic and serious girl named Marketa. She 

is extremely devoted to the party and would never dare to joke about it. Marketa goes to 

a communist gathering, a sort of training session that will separate her from her new 

boyfriend. They keep in touch via letters and postcards and the contrast between both 

remains: Ludvik melancholically misses her while Marketa responds with great 

enthusiasm, telling him how much fun she has been having with the comrades. Ludvik 

gets sick of this lack of correspondence and sends her a postcard as a bitter joke, that 

reads: “Optimism is the opium of the people! A healthy atmosphere stinks of stupidity! 

Long live Trotsky!”.  

 This joke ends up in a very unfunny way for Ludvik: the Communist authorities 

catch the postcard and he  is expelled from both the Party and the University; his friends 

cut ties with him for they do not want to be associated with a traitor and Ludvik goes to 

work on a mine for several years. There, Ludvik meets Lucie. Their relationship starts as 

a pure encounter between two people who see each other in one another’s sadness and 

finishes in a brutal way with Ludvik attempting to rape her after a long time of obsessing 

about having sex with her and telling stories to his mine mates about their never existing 

sexual encounters. By the end of this part, Ludvik has not seen Lucie for 15 years. 



 The time is now the present and the reader is introduced to Jaroslav. He is a folk 

music enthusiast, has a family and was, long ago, friends with Ludvik. He is a rather 

optimistic fellow although he is viciously thinking about his two main concerns: his son 

demotivation to be the king at a folk event to honour Moravian culture, the “Ride of the 

Kings”, and that he had seen Ludvik in the square, who ignored him.  

 In Ludvik’s perspective, the reader discovers that he is not genuinely interested in 

Helena but only wants to have sex with her to get revenge against her husband, Pavel 

Zemanek; an old enemy who humiliated him over his postcard to Marketa. 

 In Kostka’s part, he reveals what happened to Lucie. Kostka found her on a little 

village, after being accused of stealing flowers from the cemetery because she was feeling 

depressed, and he decides to take care of her through faith. Kostka gets her to reveal why 

she was escaping, she tells him about Ludvik without saying his name, he insists if there 

is anything else, and she reveals her past experiences with rape by several men on a 

regular basis and extreme physical violence over it at home. Kostka keeps on telling all 

of this to Ludvik, who does not say a word, while lecturing him on Christianity, curiously 

enough, in a very similar way to Ludvik’s younger self when preaching about 

Communism: how it was the cure for everything bad and the origin of everything good.  

 At the end, all escalates incredibly fast. The day of the “Ride of Kings” has arrived 

and everyone is there: Ludvik hoping not to meet anybody, Helena working as a 

journalist, Pavel and Vlatska waiting to see his son. Ludvik bumps into Pavel and his 

other lover and realises his plan for revenge was in vain. Vlatska discovers that the boy 

sitting on the king's throne is not his son. Helena, after Ludvik telling her he does not love 

her, attempts suicide. The narrative closes with Ludvik and Vlatska reunited just like the 

old times planning as the folk band after meeting each other on the fields where both went 

when feeling lost and exhausted by that day’s events. By the end of the concert Vlatska 

has a heart attack and Ludvik ends up with the thought of having gone there seeking 

revenge and how he ended with his ill friend on his arms. He found reconciliation instead 

of consolation provided by revenge. 

 Personally, the most distinguishable feature of The Joke is not the critique of 

authoritarian regimes that has been cleverly made by various admirable authors such as 

George Orwell and Aldous Huxley by creating dystopias that are not that dystopian; this 

book distinguish itself for combining that critique with a particular form of perspectivism. 



 The way Kundera combines power structures with perspectivism is smart and 

effective, it gives the reader the possibility of analysing everything from a higher plan; 

from the outside. The structure of the novel, the constant change of perspective, is a 

crucial factor for this reflection upon different viewpoints, it gives the reader the insight 

he needs to be presented to a series of situations in which the totalitarian regime 

influenced people’s lives in such a diverse manner: Catholics who were invited to leave 

the Party because Communism is inertly atheist even if they had always been of great 

help for them (like Kostka), members who were expelled from the Party and were sent to 

work on the mines r similar labours activities (like Ludvik), something that even if they 

refused there would probably be no one offering them a better job since those were 

reserved for Party members who were able to become successful and confident man (like 

Zemanek).  

 The writing and organisational style of most dialogues is also a great way of 

critically reflect upon their content since they are usually between characters with 

different or even opposite views; this allows the reader to create his own opinion on the 

matter in a less biased way. This happens when Ludvik and Kostka debate about faith and 

its relation to Communism or when Ludvik and Jaroslav discuss a folk song glorifying 

Julius Fucik, a national hero tortured by the Nazis during the Occupation period; while 

Jaroslav claims he deserves this honour for resisting oppression Ludvik opposes that he 

was a Communist journalist that had nothing to do with Moravia and all the “propaganda 

apparatus” wanted was an “hierarchy in its gallery of dead heroes” and that was utterly 

unfair for all the others who suffered as much as Fucik did.  

 The feeling of nostalgia towards the Party, not necessarily as an institution but 

certainly as what it represented, is visible in most of this book’s male characters, 

especially Jaroslav. These men played folk together, as comrades, dreaming of a better 

and less selfish world; they felt powerful when preaching these ideals and acknowledging 

that people listened to them, admired them. There are also specific elements that portray 

this nostalgia throughout the book that are not merely related to those times, for example, 

the so anticipated by Jaroslav “Ride of the Kings”. This event was a reminder of Czech’s 

culture, a guarantee that the Nazi times were over and that they were now more than just 

Czech speaking Germans.  

 The power elements in this novel are perfectly and mildly personified and mostly 

related to the power the Communist Party had over people. The first moment the reader 



finds an expression of this is with Marketa. Kundera uses a person who is completely 

devoted the party, to whom one can never joke about politics, is very serious overall and 

incredibly faithful to the ideals of the Party using them as a personal moral code; instead 

of bluntly accusing communists of being intolerant and alienated from everyone else’s 

opinions. 

 Another accurate example is the way Ludvik speaks of Communism and the Party 

(the ideology’s concrete representation) as the sources of everything good and helpful for 

the society. If something, according to the Communists’ perspective, was contributing to 

a positive popular reaction then it was immediately turned into a communist creation. 

That is what Ludvik does with folk music, he explains to Jaroslav that one cannot let folk 

music grow without fear and find its own identity without it being under a socialist 

regime: folk is inertly related to the ancient tribes in which the sense of community 

prevailed over everything else and when all songs had specific meanings based upon real 

and practical necessities from the society, just like in communism, therefore, the roots of 

folk culture were deeply connect to the roots of the communist ideology.  

 This hatred, or at least bitterness, towards communism that Kundera displays on 

his narratives is as well the fruit of perspectivism, in this case, of historical perspectivism. 

If contrasted with countries such as Portugal, for example, Communism represented the 

escape from Salazar’s fascist regime and not an oppressive Soviet one. This means that 

some of Portugal’s revolutionary heroes were Czechoslovakia’s oppressors, among them 

the dearest to most Portuguese revolutionaries, was Álvaro Cunhal; a member of the 

Portuguese Communist Party (PCP). He contributed to the failure of Prague’s Spring by 

taking the USSR’s side. This resulted in some members taking Cunhal’s side and some 

others asking the Party for his resignation (Henriques 2018). 

 It is all about perspective, like in Kundera’s book. Perspective and context: ideas 

change with circumstances and ideologies adapt themselves to these changes in order to 

be more acceptable and responsive. The Czech Republic is the perfect example of it, 

generally, they hate Communism but still benefit from socialist features that are not found 

in countries that claim to have socialist regimes and are only made possible with a rather 

centralised state, for example, incredibly cheap and functional public transportations and 

free higher education. The post-Cold War world allows people to live like that, not slaves 

to an ideology for the sake of it but as a mean to have a better life. 



 On another note, it is interesting to see pieces of Kundera’s personal life written 

throughout his book. The most obvious and political fragment of his life, portrayed in 

Ludvik’s expulsion from the Party, is when Kundera was fired from his teaching 

positions, expelled from the Communist Party who banned all of his works and only 

allowed him to emigrate to France with his wife in 1975; this happened when Kundera 

(still as a member of the Party) did not admit his “political mistakes” after taking part in 

Prague’s Spring (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018). 

 On a lighter and apolitical note, the folk music references and Kundera’s 

knowledge regarding it, showed not only by the way he writes about it but also 

considering the excerpts of songs and small musical sheets he includes, comes from his 

father’s influence (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018). Kundera’s father, whose name was 

Ludvik (like the character in The Joke, maybe a joke Kundera decided to make), was a 

noted musicologist and pianist who encouraged his son to firstly follow musical 

education, which Kundera did but eventually turned his attention to writing 

(Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018). 

 Unfortunately, I will finish on a negative tone to expose my biggest, and frankly 

only, disappointment about Kundera: the way he portrays women through his female 

characters. At the begging, one might think the way Kundera’s male characters perceive 

women is purposely done, in order for the reader to reflect upon the way men see women 

by analysing how Kundera’s characters’ toxic masculinity makes them look at women, 

as superficial and futile beings, with no depth or a particularly interesting personality; to 

reflect upon how the male gaze perceives women as means for something to happen and 

not as subjects that can participate actively in the narrative. 

 However, when the story changes to Helena’s point of view, the firstly introduced 

female character is everything men perceive her to be, Kundera created her and all the 

other female characters according to those lenses: denying them a deep and intriguing 

personality, like the one Ludvik and Kostka are entitled of, making them shallow, fake 

and unfaithful (like Helena) or fragile and in need of a man’s protection (like Lucie) or 

obsessed and hysterical about a specific thing that ends up becoming their entire 

personality (like Marketa).  



 In conclusion, The Joke is an effective and multidimensional way of reflecting 

upon oppressive regimes while enjoying a pleasant and intriguing narrative that solely 

lacks equally as interesting female characters.  
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