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“The potential political power of living within the truth 

[is] rooted in the hidden sphere” 

  

[…] 

III  The role of ideology 

 THE MANAGER of a fruit-and-vegetable shop places in his 

window, among the onions and carrots, the slogan: "Workers of the 

world, unite!" Why does he do it? What is he trying to communicate 

to the world? Is he genuinely enthusiastic about the idea of unity 

among the workers of the world? Is his enthusiasm so great that he 

feels an irrepressible impulse to acquaint the public with his ideals? 

Has he really given more than a moment's thought to how such a 

unification might occur and what it would mean? 

I think it can safely be assumed that the overwhelming 

majority of shopkeepers never think about the slogans they put in 

their windows, nor do they use them to express their real opinions. 

That poster was delivered to our greengrocer from the enterprise 

headquarters along with the onions and carrots. He put them all into 

the window simply because it has been done that way for years, 

because everyone does it, and because that is the way it has to be. If 

he were to refuse, there could be trouble. He could be reproached for 

not having the proper decoration in his window; someone might 

even accuse him of disloyalty. He does it because these things must 

be done if one is to get along in life. It is one of the thousands of 

details that guarantee him a relatively tranquil life "in harmony with 

society," as they say. 

Obviously the greengrocer is indifferent to the semantic 

content of the slogan on exhibit; he does not put the slogan in his 

window from any personal desire to acquaint the public with the 

ideal it expresses. This, of course, does not mean that his action has 

no motive or significance at all, or that the slogan communicates 

nothing to anyone. The slogan is really a sign, and as such it contains 

a subliminal but very definite message. Verbally, it might be 

expressed this way: "I, the greengrocer XY, live here and I know 
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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." This message, of 

course, has an addressee: it is directed above, to the greengrocer's 

superior, and at the same time it is a shield that protects the 

greengrocer from potential informers. The slogan's real meaning, 

therefore, is rooted firmly in the greengrocer's existence. It reflects 

his vital interests. But what are those vital interests? 

Let us take note: if the greengrocer had been instructed to 

display the slogan "I am afraid and therefore unquestioningly 

obedient,” he would not be nearly as indifferent to its semantics, 

even though the statement would reflect the truth. The greengrocer 

would be embarrassed and ashamed to put such an unequivocal 

statement of his own degradation in the shop window, and quite 

naturally so, for he is a human being and thus has a sense of his own 

dignity. To overcome this complication, his expression of loyalty 

must take the form of a sign which, at least on its textual surface, 

indicates a level of disinterested conviction. It must allow the 

greengrocer to say, "What's wrong with the workers of the world 

uniting?" Thus the sign helps the greengrocer to conceal 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. 

Ideology is a specious way of relating to the world. It offers 

human beings the illusion of an identity, of dignity, and of morality 

while making it easier for them to part with them. As the repository 

of something suprapersonal and objective, it enables people to 

deceive their conscience and conceal their true position and their 

inglorious modus vivendi, both from the world and from themselves. 

It is a very pragmatic but, at the same time, an apparently dignified 

way of legitimizing what is above, below, and on either side. It is 

directed toward people and toward God. It is a veil behind which 

human beings can hide their own fallen existence, their trivialization, 

and their adaptation to the status quo. It is an excuse that everyone 

can use, from the greengrocer, who conceals his fear of losing his 

job behind an alleged interest in the unification of the workers of the 

world, to the highest functionary, whose interest in staying in power 

can be cloaked in phrases about service to the working class. The 

primary excusatory function of ideology, therefore, is to provide 

people, both as victims and pillars of the post-totalitarian system, 

with the illusion that the system is in harmony with the human order 

and the order of the universe. 

[…] It acts as a kind of bridge between the regime and the 

people, across which the regime approaches the people and the 

people approach the regime. This explains why ideology plays such 

an important role in the post-totalitarian system: that 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, would be quite 

simply unthinkable without ideology acting as its all-embracing 

excuse and as the excuse for each of its parts. 

  

 

IV  Self-preservation of the system: lies to 

bridge the gap between life and the system 

[…] Ideology, in creating a bridge of excuses between the system 

and the individual, spans the abyss between the aims of the system 

and the aims of life. It pretends that the requirements of the system 

derive from the requirements of life. It is a world of appearances 

trying to pass for reality. 

The post-totalitarian system touches people at every step, but 

it does so with its ideological gloves on. This is why life in the 

system is so thoroughly permeated with hypocrisy and lies: 

government by bureaucracy is called popular government; the 
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working class is enslaved in the name of the working class; the 

complete degradation of the individual is presented as his ultimate 

liberation; etc…[…] 

Individuals need not believe all these mystifications, but they 

must behave as though they did, or they must at least tolerate them 

in silence, or get along well with those who work with them. For this 

reason, however, they must live within a lie. They need not accept 

the lie. It is enough for them to have accepted their life with it and in 

it. For by this very fact, individuals confirm the system, fulfill the 

system, make the system, are the system. […] 

 

  

VI  The person as a victim and an instrument of 

the system: why to conform 

[…] Part of the essence of the post-totalitarian system is that 

it draws everyone into its sphere of power, not so they may realize 

themselves as human beings, but so they may surrender their human 

identity in favor of the identity of the system, that is, so they may 

become agents of the system's general automatism and servants of its 

self-determined goals, so they may participate in the common 

responsibility for it, so they may be pulled into and ensnared by it, 

like Faust by Mephistopheles. More than this: so they may create 

through their involvement a general norm and, thus, bring pressure 

to bear on their fellow citizens. And further: so they may learn to be 

comfortable with their involvement, to identify with it as though it 

were something natural and inevitable and, ultimately, so they 

may—with no external urging—come to treat any non-involvement 

as an abnormality, as arrogance, as an attack on themselves, as a 

form of dropping out of society. By pulling everyone into its power 

structure, the post-totalitarian system makes everyone an instrument 

of a mutual totality, the auto-totality of society. 

[…]The fact that human beings have created, and daily create, this 

self-directed system through which they divest themselves of their 

innermost identity is not therefore the result of some 

incomprehensible misunderstanding of history, nor is it history 

somehow gone off its rails. Neither is it the product of some 

diabolical higher will which has decided, for reasons unknown, to 

torment a portion of humanity in this way. It can happen and did 

happen only because there is obviously in modern humanity a 

certain tendency toward the creation, or at least the toleration, of 

such a system. There is obviously something in human beings which 

responds to this system, something they reflect and accommodate, 

something within them which paralyzes every effort of their better 

selves to revolt. Human beings are compelled to live within a lie, but 

they can be compelled to do so only because they are in fact capable 

of living in this way. Therefore not only does the system alienate 

humanity, but at the same time alienated humanity supports this 

system as its own involuntary master plan, as a degenerate image of 

its own degeneration, as a record of people's own failure as 

individuals. 

The essential aims of life are present naturally in every 

person. In everyone there is some longing for humanity's rightful 

dignity, for moral integrity, for free expression of being and a sense 

of transcendence over the world of existence. Yet, at the same time, 

each person is capable, to a greater or lesser degree, of coming to 

terms with living within the lie. Each person somehow succumbs to 

a profane trivialization of his inherent humanity, and to 

utilitarianism. In everyone there is some willingness to merge with 

the anonymous crowd and to flow comfortably along with it down 

the river of pseudolife. This is much more than a simple conflict 

between two identities. It is something far worse: it is a challenge to 

the very notion of identity itself. 

In highly simplified terms, it could be said that the post-

totalitarian system has been built on foundations laid by the 
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historical encounter between dictatorship and the consumer society. 

Is it not true that the far-reaching adaptability to living a lie and the 

effortless spread of social auto-totality have some connection with 

the general unwillingness of consumption-oriented people to 

sacrifice some material certainties for the sake of their own spiritual 

and moral integrity? With their willingness to surrender higher 

values when faced with the trivializing temptations of modern 

civilization? With their vulnerability to the attractions of mass 

indifference? And in the end, is not the grayness and the emptiness 

of life in the post-totalitarian system only an inflated caricature of 

modern life in general? And do we not in fact stand (although in the 

external measures of civilization, we are far behind) as a kind of 

warning to the West, revealing to its own latent tendencies? 

  

 

VII  Breaking the lies by living within the truth 

LET US now imagine that one day something in our greengrocer 

snaps and he stops putting up the slogans merely to ingratiate 

himself. He stops voting in elections he knows are a farce. He begins 

to say what he really thinks at political meetings. And he even finds 

the strength in himself to express solidarity with those whom his 

conscience commands him to support. In this revolt the greengrocer 

steps out of living within the lie. He rejects the ritual and breaks the 

rules of the game. He discovers once more his suppressed identity 

and dignity. He gives his freedom a concrete significance. His revolt 

is an attempt to live within the truth. 

The bill is not long in coming. He will be relieved of his post 

as manager of the shop and transferred to the warehouse. His pay 

will be reduced. His hopes for a holiday in Bulgaria will evaporate. 

His children's access to higher education will be threatened. His 

superiors will harass him and his fellow workers will wonder about 

him. Most of those who apply these sanctions, however, will not do 

so from any authentic inner conviction but simply under pressure 

from conditions, the same conditions that once pressured the 

greengrocer to display the official slogans. They will persecute the 

greengrocer either because it is expected of them, or to demonstrate 

their loyalty, or simply as part of the general panorama, to which 

belongs an awareness that this is how situations of this sort are dealt 

with, that this, in fact, is how things are always done, particularly if 

one is not to become suspect oneself. The executors, therefore, 

behave essentially like everyone else, to a greater or lesser degree: as 

components of the post-totalitarian system, as agents of its 

automatism, as petty instruments of the social auto-totality. 

Thus 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. The system, through its 

alienating presence ín people, will punish him for his rebellion. It 

must do so because the logic of its automatism and self-defense 

dictate it. The greengrocer has not committed a simple, individual 

offense, isolated in its own uniqueness, but something incomparably 

more serious. By breaking the rules of the game, he has disrupted the 

game as such. He has exposed it as a mere game. He has shattered 

the world of appearances, the fundamental pillar of the system. He 

has upset the power structure by tearing apart what holds it together. 

He has demonstrated that living a lie is living a lie. […] 

  

 

VIII  Living within the truth: the existential as 

the hidden sphere 

INDIVIDUALS can be alienated from themselves only because 

there is something in them to alienate. The terrain of this violation is 

their authentic existence. Living the truth is thus woven directly into 

the texture of living a lie. It is the repressed alternative, the authentic 
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aim to which living a lie is an inauthentic response. Only against this 

background does living a lie make any sense: it exists because of 

that background. In its excusatory, chimerical rootedness in the 

human order, it is a response to nothing other than the human 

predisposition to truth. Under the orderly surface of the life of lies, 

therefore, there slumbers the hidden sphere of life in its real aims, of 

its hidden openness to truth. 

The singular, explosive, incalculable political power of living 

within the truth resides in the fact that living openly within the truth 

has an ally, invisible to be sure, but omnipresent: this hidden sphere. 

It is from this sphere that life lived openly in the truth grows; it is to 

this sphere that it speaks, and in it that it finds understanding. This is 

where the potential for communication exists. But this place is 

hidden and therefore, from the perspective of power, very 

dangerous. The complex ferment that takes place within it goes on in 

semidarkness, and by the time it finally surfaces into the light of day 

as an assortment of shocking surprises to the system, it is usually too 

late to cover them up in the usual fashion. Thus they create a 

situation in which the regime is confounded, invariably causing 

panic and driving it to react in inappropriate ways. 

It seems that the primary breeding ground for what might, in 

the widest possible sense of the word, be understood as an 

opposition in the post-totalitarian system is living within the truth. 

The confrontation between these opposition forces and the powers 

that be, of course, will obviously take a form essentially different 

from that typical of an open society or a classical dictatorship. 

Initially, this confrontation does not take place on the level of real, 

institutionalized, quantifiable power which relies on the various 

instruments of power, but on a different level altogether: the level of 

human consciousness and conscience, the existential level. […]  

This power does not participate in any direct struggle for 

power; rather, it makes its influence felt in the obscure arena of 

being itself. The hidden movements it gives rise to there, however, 

can issue forth (when, where, under what circumstances, and to what 

extent are difficult to predict) in something visible: a real political 

act or event, a social movement, a sudden explosion of civil unrest, a 

sharp conflict inside an apparently monolithic power structure, or 

simply an irrepressible transformation in the social and intellectual 

climate. […] 

  

 

IX  The moral dimension of living within the 

truth 

THE PROFOUND crisis of human identity brought on by living 

within a lie, a crisis which in turn makes such a life possible, 

certainly possesses a moral dimension as well; it appears, among 

other things, as a deep moral crisis in society. A person who has 

been seduced by the consumer value system, whose identity is 

dissolved in an amalgam of the accouterments of mass civilization, 

and who has no roots in the order of being, no sense of responsibility 

for anything higher than his own personal survival, is a demoralized 

person. The system depends on this demoralization, deepens it, is in 

fact a projection of it into society. 

Living within the truth, as humanity's revolt against an 

enforced position, is, on the contrary, an attempt to regain control 

over one's own sense of responsibility. In other words, it is clearly a 

moral act, not only because one must pay so dearly for it, but 

principally because it is not self-serving: the risk may bring rewards 

in the form of a general amelioration in the situation, or it may not. 

[…] 
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XV  Living within the truth: how it takes shape 

and gets significance 

OUR GREENGROCER’S attempt to live within the truth may be 

confined to not doing certain things. He decides not to put flags in 

his window when his only motive for putting them there in the first 

place would have been to avoid being reported by the house warden; 

he does not vote in elections that he considers false; he does not hide 

his opinions from his superiors. In other words, he may go no further 

than "merely" refusing to comply with certain demands made on him 

by the system (which of course is not an insignificant step to take). 

This may, however, grow into something more. The greengrocer 

may begin to do something concrete, something that goes beyond an 

immediately personal self-defensive reaction against manipulation, 

something that will manifest his newfound sense of higher 

responsibility. He may, for example, organize his fellow 

greengrocers to act together in defense of their interests. He may 

write letters to various institutions, drawing their attention to 

instances of disorder and injustice around him. He may seek out 

unofficial literature, copy it, and lend it to his friends. 

If what I have called living within the truth is a basic 

existential (and of course potentially political) starting point for all 

those "independent citizens' initiatives" and "dissident" or 

"opposition" movements this does not mean that every attempt to 

live within the truth automatically belongs in this category. On the 

contrary, in its most original and broadest sense, living within the 

truth covers a vast territory whose outer limits are vague and 

difficult to map, a territory full of modest expressions of human 

volition, the vast majority of which will remain anonymous and 

whose political impact will probably never be felt or described any 

more concretely than simply as a part of a social climate or mood. 

Most of these expressions remain elementary revolts against 

manipulation: you simply straighten your backbone and live in 

greater dignity as an individual. 

Here and there—thanks to the nature, the assumptions, and 

the professions of some people, but also thanks to a number of 

accidental circumstances such as the specific nature of the local 

milieu, friends, and so on—a more coherent and visible initiative 

may emerge from this wide and anonymous hinterland, an initiative 

that transcends "merely" individual revolt and is transformed into 

more conscious, structured, and purposeful work. The point where 

living within the truth ceases to be a mere negation of living with a 

lie and becomes articulate in a particular way is the point at which 

something is born that might be called the "independent spiritual, 

social, and political life of society." This independent life is not 

separated from the rest of life ("dependent life") by some sharply 

defined line. Both types frequently co-exist in the same people. 

Nevertheless, its most important focus is marked by a relatively high 

degree of inner emancipation. It sails upon the vast ocean of the 

manipulated life like little boats, tossed by the waves but always 

bobbing back as visible messengers of living within the truth, 

articulating the suppressed aims of life. 

What is this independent life of society? The spectrum of its 

expressions and activities is naturally very wide. It includes 

everything from self-education and thinking about the world, 

through free creative activity and its communication to others, to the 

most varied free, civic attitudes, including instances of independent 

social self-organization. In short, it is an area in which living within 

the truth becomes articulate and materializes in a visible way. 

[…] The first conclusion to be drawn, then, is that the 

original and most important sphere of activity, one that 

predetermines all the others, is simply an attempt to create and 

support the independent life of society as an articulated expression 

of living within the truth. In other words, serving truth consistently, 

purposefully, and articulately, and organizing this service. This is 
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only natural, after all: if living within the truth is an elementary 

starting point for every attempt made by people to oppose the 

alienating pressure of the system, if it is the only meaningful basis of 

any independent act of political import, and if, ultimately, it is also 

the most intrinsic existential source of the "dissident" attitude, then it 

is difficult to imagine that even manifest "dissent" could have any 

other basis than the service of truth, the truthful life, and the attempt 

to make room for the genuine aims of life. […] 

  

  

XX  The place of humanity in the world: 

technology, democracy and change of mentality 

 […] 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 the 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 focuses of capital accumulation 

engaged in 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. In his June 1978 

Harvard lecture, Solzhenitsyn describes the illusory nature of 

freedoms not based on personal responsibility and the chronic 

inability of the traditional democracies, as a result, to oppose 

violence and totalitarianism. 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. […] 
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