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Аbstract

Th e research on the pluralistic nature of the phenomenon of “ketman”, 
which is at the same time as the art of duplicity, manifested in the sphe-
re of (political) communication, social- psychological and psychological 
level is the main topic of this paper. Czeslaw Milosz‘s interpretation of 
this phenomenon was more than instructive in this regard, so his insight 
gained the central importance in the paper. As a form of dissimulation, 
the system of response to the political repression, a hidden form of (po-
litical) diff erences and socially shaped form of concealment ,”ketman” 
presents a very complex phenomenon that goes well beyond such a term 
for  masking the sheer fear and opportunism, as determined by one of 
the critics of Czeslaw Milosz’s study. Starting from the idea of a religio-
us mask, taken from the Islamic tradition, Czeslaw Milosz singled out 
two of its dimensions: the moral principle that justifi es the application 
of religious cunning disguise, thus providing a kind of satisfaction and 
sense of superiority of one who practices ”ketman”, and the moment of 
the hypocrisy of skills. Th ese two dimensions of Gabineau’s idea were 
developed by deepening their psychological, cultural and anthropological 
sense. Exploring the phenomenon of “ketman” in Polish society under 
Stalinist repression, the author has come to the defi nition of modern ide-
ological forms of “ketman”: “national ketman”, “ketman of revolutionary 
purity”, “ketman metaphysical”, “aesthetic ketman” and “ethical ketman”. 
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Off ering meticulous analysis of the circumstances, reasons and consequ-
ences of each of these types of “ketman”, both for those who practice 
them directly and for the society as a whole, the author has focused on 
the socio-psychological level of phenomena. Th us, in the falsifi cation of 
identity to the public in its need to survive revealed a complex acrobatics 
of the mind which should do the cunning duplicity and preserve the 
moral and psychological coherence despite segregation, and destructive 
consequences of this form of selfmanipulation. Taking into account all 
these dimensions of its expression, it can be concluded that “ketman” is 
transcivilisational and transideological phenomenon, and that the degree 
of application of “ketman” in a society is an indicator of its repressive 
system of government, disorders in relations between the private and pu-
blic spheres, and the states of the public life of that society, as well as its 
political culture.

Key words: “ketman”, manipulation, coercion/repression, totalitari-
an government, moral, propaganda, ideology, communism, popular de-
mocracy

As its primary meaning indicates, the term “ketman”3 (ketm, 
kitman - to keep secret / suppress voice fl ickering /; to refrain /anger 
/, to hold, stop /breath /; to shut down numb / fi re /; to cause the 
containment /of the stomach/), designates a traditional principle of 
Islam, according to, in a situation of temporary and apparent dan-
ger to their own life and dignity, Muslims have the right, almost sa-
cred duty to protect their faith, by acting acceptance of the “wrong 
religion”. It is a kind of “stratagem” strategy of duplicity, which was 
fi rst described by Arthur de Gobineau (Arthur Gabineau), in the 
mid-19th century, in his book “Religion and philosophy of Central 
Asia”. It is a technique by which the Islamic heretics masked the 
true beliefs and feelings against the powerful “infi dels”, in order to 
survive in a dangerous environment, a kind of “art of dissimulati-
on” (Baehr 2010: 62).

 In the opinion of Asian Muslims, according to the Gobineau, 
“the one who ownes the truth, should not expose himself, his pro-
perty and respect to blindness, madness and wickedness of those 
who God would rather make mistaken and would rather keep de-
ceived” (Milosz 1985: 66); and if the silence is not suffi  cient, in cases 
where it could be interpreted as a recognition, then one should not 

3  From the numerous derivatives, jektum - discreet, thoughtful, cautious; Ketten - a 
well-kept secret, discreet, secretive; Arab-Serbo Dictionary, in  Zirojević O. (1998) 
“Ketman”, Republika, year X, No 197, 199).
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waver. Th en one should not only renounce publicly of his views, 
furthermore it is recommended the use of trickery to fool an oppo-
nent. Th en one will confess all confession of faith that opponent 
might like, one will do all the rituals that are considered stupid, 
one will forge his own books, use all means of misleading. In this 
way, a lot of satisfaction and merit will be acquired for a man has 
saved himself and his family without exposing  his valuable religion 
to the odious contact with unbelievers, and, fi nally, for  deceiving 
the opponent, making him mistaken, humiliated and pushed into 
spiritual misery which he deserved” (Milosz, Ibid.: 67). 

Czeslaw Milosz, the author of a study on “ketman”, titled Th e 
captive mind, in his interpretation of this phenomenon emphasized 
the importance of the psychological benefi t that accompanies it. Th e 
author writes about it just from the position of the one who had 
practiced “ketman”. “To speak that something is white, but to think 
that it is black; to smile inside himself, but to show the outside so-
lemn ardor; to hate, but to show signs of love, to know, but to show 
ignorance – while one deceives the opponent (who also deceives 
him) he begins to evaluate his perfi dy above all.  Th e success in the 
game becomes a source of pleasure”, because “ketman” is a “high 
art which requires alertness of mind” (Milosz, Ibid.: 68).

Arthur Gobineau presented gradation application model of poli-
tical behavior under pressure by means of three paradigmatic case. 
Hajji Sheikh Ahmed practiced “ketman”, because his doctrine was 
bold, and therefore in  his writings there is no visible sign of he-
retical beliefs that he secretly confessed. Mohamed Bab had ne-
ver brought into question the basics of Islam in his words, but he 
strongly beat against vices of the Islamic priesthood. Mula Sandar 
challenged Islam, aft er several years of practicing “ketman”, but he 
had used diff erent forms of camoufl age, disguise deepest personal 
beliefs, concealing, presenting ambiguous settings and use of fal-
se syllogisms before his heretical messages became quite explicit. 
However, as soon as he noticed that he could act openly, the pre-
acher would hit full strength on Islam, expressing himself as a lo-
gician and a metaphysician as indeed he was” (Ibid.).

Czeslaw Milosz has actualized and recontextualized the meaning 
of Gobineau’s concept, by looking at the phenomenon of “ketman” 
not only as a form of political reaction to totalitarian terror of the 
Stalinist regime in Poland, but also as a special social-psychological 
complex, through the mechanisms of counterfeiting of identity and 
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processes of the mind self- capturing in traps of practicing skills of 
duplicity.

In a new interpretation of this exclusive Islamic phenomenon, 
“ketman”, which is irreducible to Islam or the Stalinist phase of 
communism, “had been transformed into a transcivilisational and 
transidelogycal idiom which operates equally well in the religious 
and the secular idiocracy” (Doskins 2011: 61).

Th e phenomenon of “ketman” in the interpretation of Czeslaw 
Milosz

Immediately aft er the publication in 1953. in Paris, the study of 
the phenomenon of “ketman” was rejected by the Polish public opi-
nion, both in the country and in exile. Th e fi rst condemned him for 
being an “anticommunist writer”, and the latter for being a “crypto 
communist writer” (Janda, 1998). According to the basic thesis of 
the author’s work, which was under the attack, the communism in 
Poland had the power to capture minds, and its power over minds 
was not based exclusively on the terror and fear. Th at notion was 
considered among both the communists and the anti-communist.4 
Th is was the reason why the author came into confl ict with the do-
minant opinion that minimizes the impact of totalitarian commu-
nist ideology in the consciousness of Polish intellectuals.

Due to the fact that in his work Czeslaw Milosz was focused on 
the hidden psychological dimension of Stalinism, it was natural for 
him to see it as a form of government based on the manipulation, 
without prejudice to the presence of no systematic terror of the to-
talitarian system, as many have interpreted the focus of the author’s 
approach. In this sense, his insights are in the line of understanding 
of Stalinism as totalitarian forms of intellectual violence, a concepti-

4  In her article “Captive mind, or strictly controlled Literature” Biserka Rajcic wrote 
about the events that preceded the writing of Th e captive mind, what the reactions 
of the writers in Poland and in exile were, fi rst of all to the decision of Czeslaw 
Milosz to leave the country, and then to Th e captive mind. Th e text contains infor-
mation useful for understanding the work of Milosz, as well as information about 
who behind the Alfa, Beta, Gama and Delta anonym was. In the book “Autobiog-
raphy of four hands,” Jerzy Gjedrojc, points out that alhough Th e captive mind was 
a signifi cant work , we should consider it as a “fake book” that  created the myth 
of ketman, while, in fact it, was a concept of plain fear and opportunism (Rosić 
2002: 3).
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on that Nikola Milosevic off ered in his aft erword to the edition Th e 
captive mind as a kind of corrections and additions to the author.5 
So, “‘ketman’ can’t be only a unique mode of political manipulation, 
it is a phenomenon that indicates the existence of intense political 
coercion, outside which can be hardly imagined” (Milošević 1985, 
265). However, Milosevic still observed fl uctuations in the author’s 
approach that ended in overcoming the manipulation in relation to 
the terror. In my opinion, Czeslaw Milosz had in mind the political 
manipulation and coercion, which could be clearly seen in the work 
places that speak of deportations, arrests and the political police.

By establishing a parallel between the Islamic and communist 
“ketman”, Milosz emphasized that the Stalinist repression exceeds 
the degree of coercion in the Islamic and Persian regimes, in which 
Gobineau revealed its occurrence. According to the author, exactly 
that has constituted the main diff erence between Islamic “ketman” 
and “ketman” in 20th century; as alleged, daring of Islamic heretic 
Sadra, has to be fi nished in Europe soon. Even in spite of these 
diff erences, the author perceived the universal application “ketman” 
in his precise and stricter forms in the populistic democracies of 
countries dominated by the Soviet Union.

Czeslaw Milosz perceived the greatest evil of the totalitari-
an system in the “capture of the minds”, destructive ideological 
oppression in the project of creating a “new man”. Internal control 
of thoughts and feelings reached a situation of self-destruction of 
the mind, under these external pressures. In this sense, the author 
considered this type of the enslavement people inside, to be more 
frightening than physical terror.

Th e characteristics of life in Poland under communism, which 
was emphasized by the author are:  the Inviolability of the “New 
Methods” ,a vulgarly simplifi ed conception of philosophical ori-
entation of dialectical materialism, and “New Religion” as a tota-
litarian ideology created on these simplifi cations –m the Stalinist 
ideological variant of Marxism; ubiquitous communist propaganda 
as institutionalized lying, as the division of people into “loyal” and 
“apostates”; the mass fanaticism of the “new believers” and the in-
formers, a strict censorship and self-censorship under  the squee-
zer named “education of the new man” and orchestration of public 
activities in overall atmosphere of insecurity and fear of omnipo-

5   Milošević (1985) “Socijalna psihologija staljinizma”, in: Milosz, Cz. Zarobnjeni um, 
Beograd: Beogradski izdavačko-grafi čki zavod. pp. 253- 335, see also: Milošević 
(1990) Antinomije boljševičkih ideologija: boševizam, staljinizam, marksizam. Be-
ograd: Beogradski izdavačko-grafi čki zavod.
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tent authority’s terror  (arrests, deportations to labor camps). In 
such occasion, with “Murti-Bing”6 as a phenomenon of mass self-
hypnosis “ketman”, naturally, had to appear, as well as the other 
one, opposite to the fi rst mechanism to a great extent, the defense 
mechanism of identity - its duplication. It is a psychological pheno-
menon of self-manipulation, in order to survive, falsifi cation of its 
own identity for the public; political mimicry and social game of 
duplicity and self-masking. While the acceptance of “Murti-Bing” 
captures mind unconsciously, through the processes of indoctrina-
tion, “ketman”, guided by the needs of masking, consciously leads 
to the capture of the mind. In such occasion, with “Murti-Bing” as 
a phenomenon mass self-hypnosis, naturally had to occur “ketman”, 
the second defense mechanism of identity - its duplication, oppo-
site to the fi rst mechanism to a great extent. It is a psychological 
phenomenon of self-manipulation, in order to survive, falsifi cation 
of their own identity for the public; political mimicry and social 
game of duplicity and self-masking. Mind traps unconscious, by the 
acceptance of “Murti-Bing”, through the processes of indoctrinati-
on, “ketman”, guided by the needs of masking, consciously leads to 
the capture of the mind.

Combined eff ect of “ketman” and “Murti-Bing” is only one of 
the answers to the complex issue of conversion, the opportunity that 
already formed people become supporters of Stalinism; to adapt to 
the conditions that were quite strange to them. In the interpretation 
of Czeslaw Milosz, the process of the “stalinisation of intellectuals” 
reveals itself  as a product of  the functional symbiosis of ideological 
manipulation, self-maturation, and specifi c combinations of nihili-
sm, hypocrisy and terror (Rosic 2002)

An intellectual – “arche-ketman”

Czeslaw Milosz presented the eff ects of “Murti-Bing” and “ke-
tman” in a complex web of diff erent circumstances that lead to the 
capture of the mind, through paradigmatic portraits of the four 
6   Th e term “Murti-Bing” the author has borrowed from the novel by Stanislav 

Ignatius Vitkijevich named “Unsaturation”, in which it was the name of pills that 
transfer organically the new view of the world that makes people happy, freeing 
them of their former nature, concerns and perspectives. Th ese pills symbolize 
the power of manipulation or operating within artifi cial dialectics (dialectical 
materialism) that numbs the minds of men.
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Polish writers, and in the case of each of them in a specifi c joint ac-
tion. Th e study of “ketman” was designed as a literary form of a bi-
ography of four writers, with symbolic names Alpha, Beta, Gamma 
and Delta. Th e study provides an analysis of the circumstances, 
reasons and causes and the consequences of each type of “ketman”, 
both for those who directly practice “ketman”, and for the society 
as a whole. Th e analysis of the complex psychological motivations 
of the degrading changes that the writers had gone through, both 
as artists and as people, was complemented by synthesizing refl ec-
tions on the time in which these fractures occurred, in the period 
between the years before the Second World War, through war time 
until the postwar period, time of falling under the Polish Stalinist 
regime of the Soviet Union.  

Th e ideological meanderings of survival of four Polish writers, 
that led them to “ketman”, dizzying mental acrobatics that they ma-
naged to maintain a semblance of their ideological transformation, 
by the “New Religion” and “New Method”, were perceived in a close 
connection with their social and political contexts, the “historic 
moment”. In the Stalinist period, some of them not only survived 
but also came into possession of an enviable social status, material 
gain, and even political power (a writer Gama became a functionary 
of “political police”). In this way, a phenomenon of “ketman” was 
depicted through a complex web of its psychological, social, political 
and cultural origins. 

Unlike mass “ketman” which seems really necessary for the sur-
vival (for example, the People in Polish frontier area under Soviet 
communist occupation came out to vote only to get the stamp in 
the passport, without which they would become suspicious to the 
authorities), in the case of the four writers it is more about the 
gradual falling into a political trap in which every new role meant 
a growing deletion of themselves, too. Th e crack in the consciou-
sness through which, in spite of distance, “Murti Bing” acted on the 
minds of the four writers, was also the assumption of superior skill 
of practicing “ketman”.

Contemporary “ketman” in conjunction with “Murti-Bing”, 
embodied in the elections and the behavior of the four writers, is 
presented as a product of the needs of intellectuals to be in service, 
to be useful; with that basic motivation each of them returned to 
Poland aft er wandering around the post-war Europe and Russia. 
Th e author cynically capitalized that no journalist was able to serve 
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the cause as a writer with a long period of literary work without 
self-interestest.

War suff ering and rejection of previous beliefs, ethical and ideo-
logical/ political, brought indiff erence, emptiness and absurdity, and 
only one step forward from that was a feeling “to be in the mass”, 
regardless of the fact that farmers who bury gold coins and listen 
to foreign radio stations, hoping that the war would free them from 
entering the collective farms (kolhoz) certainly did not see an ally 
in the regime engaged intellectual.

“Murti-Bing” as an eff ect of the attractiveness of a single com-
prehensive system of ideas and one language of concepts (dialectical 
materialism) made philosophy infl uential on life again. Opposite 
the absurdity of existence, was the thesis that nothing belonged to 
a man, but the historical formation which gave birth to him. In this 
conception an intellectual demonstrated embodied forces of inertia, 
precisely because he succumbed to the illusion “that he was only his 
own, while he was not his own in anything” (Milosz Ibid.: 20-21). 
Th e autonomy of the writer’s world view was questionable.

Th e fear of independent thinking, as another motivation for en-
gaging writers of the Stalinist regime was not simply the fear of 
dangerous conclusions, but the fear of their own intellectual in-
fertility. Writers became artistically doubtful, asking themselves 
the question that countless times they had already heard and read: 
“Can they write well and think properly if they are not sailing on 
a contemporary fl ow that is ‘real’?” Convincing argumentations of 
the theorists of socialist realism created a pressure on the writers, 
so they took care about whether their literary works have an “expla-
nation of the time”. Finally, the motivation for the writer engage-
ment lies in the perceived success of the entire system, precision 
of debates, and “of ingenuity lies always nourished with a grain of 
truth” (Milosz , Ibid.: 26); the eff ectiveness of terror, a great mass 
of supporters all over the continent, the certainty of mastery of the 
whole world. 

Th e transition from critical realism in which it was possible to 
balance on the edge between “ketman” and “Murti- Bing” into the 
stage of socialist realism for the writers meant  painful separation 
with former themselves. Th en it was necessary to take “Murti-Bing” 
as a whole. In the “era of rigor and precision” was not enough to 
write on ordered topics but also in ordered way. Describing the 
operation of motives of people confronted with the awareness of 
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the inevitability of choice between the physical and spiritual death 
- and rebirth in the predefi ned way, Czeslaw Milosz developed the 
impression of participation in the spectacle of collective hypnosis. 
Th e author registered the aff ective charges that exceed the initial 
ketman’s calculation, internal fractures and slow surrenders.

In contrast to the constant exposure to the functioning of “Mur-
ti-Bing”, which results in the reduction of distance and resistance 
towards the new and odious ideological and political order, “ke-
tman” rests on the realization of oneself despite anything and as 
such it contains within itself a healthy impulse to internal rebelli-
on which implies the existence of the inner center, in the name of 
which is realized. In this sense, “ketman” appears as a social custom 
that is not devoid of virtue. Th ese virtues Czeslaw Milosz illustra-
ted by the diff erence between the positions of Western and Eastern 
intellectuals communists.

Th e spiritual and emotional life of the intellectuals of Western 
is too scattered, “everything that they think and feel evaporates in 
the immense expanse. Freedom is a burden for them. No conclusi-
ons they come to are binding on for them” (Milosz, Ibid.: 236). Th e 
happiest in this context are those who have become communists 
and who, like their eastern like- minded, shape hitting the walls 
of the system in which they live. Resistance is the one that defi nes 
them. But the western and eastern walls are not the same, underli-
nes Czeslaw Milosz, and pointed this thesis depicting the meeting 
of Eastern and Western supporters of the “Center”. Moral rage and 
enthusiasm of a western comrade presents an unattainable luxury 
of moral comfort to an eastern comrade aft er everything his faith 
survived. Devoid of true insight into the weight walls that fetters 
the existence in the countries of Eastern communism, and bearing 
in mind aforementioned benefi ts of resistance that determines him, 
Pablo Neruda could just declare that he preferred dealing with an 
intelligent devil than with an idiot.

At the end of this part of the exposure, the following question 
arises: whether the intellectuals are truly the social element which 
has, with a few exceptions in the form of “dissident saints,” always 
been too able to adapt? If the intellectuals were the power that has 
historically won critical public role in society, then how their adap-
tation was so successful that it became conforming social force that 
maintains order? Intellectuals have always been too confi dent of 
their prophetic sense of the role in society, as they always have been 
too dependent on the richest patron - state.
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 “Ketman”: main types

“Ketman” represents/denotes a plural phenomenon, since the hy-
pocrisy that is in its foundation can be manifested towards diff e-
rent content, and spheres of life, ideological preferences, practices, 
values and issues of the general importance,  and the number of its 
possible variants is almost unlimited. Czeslaw Milosz singled out 
the following forms of contemporary ideological “ketman” which 
created the Stalinist era: “national ketman”, “ketman of revolutio-
nary purity”, “ketman metaphysical”, “aesthetic ketman” and “et-
hical ketman”.

In the countries dominated by the Soviet Union “national ke-
tman” was extremely widespread, even in the party top. Author 
explains this with the fact that the conditions in which a national 
road to socialism was rejected, “ketman” of those who loved their 
country and were not allowed to celebrate their cultural specifi -
city was primarily direct and emotional. Th us, they cheered to the 
achievements of Russia in all areas in public, while secretly despised 
it as a “barbarous” country .Th e inner confl ict came from a collision 
between a new ideology and patriotism, accepting the necessity for 
doctrinal break with loyalty to the nation and their own country, 
and thus to the its past full of victims and eff orts of compatriots 
who aspired to maintain independence. Th e attitude to the culture 
of Europe inherited by the land of birth should be added to the 
constituents of  an  interior division the one who practices “national 
ketman” (Milosz Ibid.: 27).

“Ketman of revolutionary purity” could be reduced to a yearning 
for the “holy fi re” of the original doctrine of Lenin’s era, whose 
symbol was the poet Mayakovsky, and whose death marked the 
end of an epoch marked by the fl ourishing of literature, theater 
and music. On the one hand there was an awareness that the holy 
fi re was extinguished, “collectivization was carried out in the a re-
lentless way, millions of citizens were killed in forced labor camps 
(...) literature under the infl uence of imposed theory became shallow 
and colorless, painting was destroyed, a Russian theater deprived 
of liberty experimentation, Science was subordinated to directives 
from above” (Milosz 1985: 72); On the other hand, the emergence 
of the perfi dious tyrant, who was hated because of the crimes, mass 
purges and “turning intelligence into the privileged lackeys, it lo-
oks as necessary in the exceptional historical situation of resistance 
to Nazism”. Such “ketman”, is widely practiced in Russia during 
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the Second World War and in Stalinist Poland, and, as author has 
skillfully pointed out, represents a “rebirth of an already disappo-
inted hopes” (Milosz Ibid.: 73).

Th e “aesthetic ketman” is manifested in approach of the man 
of a good taste who doesn’t treat seriously the results of offi  cial 
pressure in the cultural fi eld, although he writes fl attering reviews 
by order. Expected advertising eff ects of his work is the way he 
redeems the consumption of products rejected “bourgeois” art in 
the “luxury of privacy”. In gray and monolithic poor mass in the 
outside world, guided by the fear that paralyses individuality, the 
man of a good taste strives to be as close as it is possible to an ave-
rage guy, stereotype of “a round women” and  “a quadratic men”, 
by his movements, clothing and facial expressions (Milosz Ibid.: 74). 

“Ketman of professional work” is refl ected in the offi  cial adora-
tion unscientifi c decrees, as an expression of rational acceptance of 
the inevitability, imposed by the current political reality, in order 
to maintain scientifi c laboratory; because “a political uproar passes, 
but the results achieved in the name of selfl ess research of the truths 
are permanent“ (Milosz Ibid.: 7). Withdrawn deeper into their labs, 
educated people are neither capable for a further dialogue, nor they 
are in a position to conduct scientifi c, non-communist discussions. 
But they are involved in new activities: writing books for children, 
historical reconstruction of ancient times and the translation work. 
“Trapped in an everyday life, intellectuals sublimate their talents in 
any eff ort that looks as an authentic one” (Baehr 2010, 60).

“Metaphysical ketman” occurs especially in countries with a cat-
holic past, as it is case in Polia,nd and rests in the “delayed belief in 
the metaphysical principle of the world” (Milosz Ibid.: 79) A man 
who practiced “metaphysical ketman” believes that epoch in which 
he lives is anti-metaphysical, the epoch in which, due to special cau-
ses, no metaphysical faith cannot be expressed. Th erefore, he is not 
averse to help “New Religion”, but does not reveal his attachment 
to “Th e Secret”. For instance, some orthodox catholics serve in the 
police security, delaying their Catholicism, and some “patriots cat-
holics”, as permissive in political matters, enter in the ambiguous 
game with the ruling party” (Milosz Ibid.: 80).

“Ethical ketman” maintains a contact with the hidden and com-
plex ethical focus of the individual, while at the same time implies 
the acceptance of public ethics, “New Religion” and its ideologically 
instrumentalized concept of good, based on the cult of the commu-
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nity; according to which “good is all that serves the interests of 
the revolution, and everything that bothers it is evil” (Milosz Ibid.: 
82). Education of the “new man” is the imposition of the values 
and rules in relationships that help the socialist construction. “Th e 
new man” as the norm of his behavior acknowledges exclusively 
the good of the majority, and denunciation, as a virtue of the good 
citizen encourages “the fear of all against all”. “Puritan morality 
requires asceticism in the party top, while “human instruments” 
are encouraged in their intemperance as guarantor of obedience” 
(Milosz Ibid.: 83).

“Ethical ketman” arises from the realization that the ethics of 
loyalty to the majority has many weaknesses and, as pointed out by 
Czeslaw Milosz, it is not rare even among the high party offi  cials, 
ready to carry out mass reprisals against the enemies of the revo-
lution, in cold blood, those who are oft en in personal relationships 
more honest than people who cherish individual ethics, which com-
pensates their brutality.

In the countries of popular democracy, in which the ethics of 
Christianity has operated for centuries and so has maintained the 
primacy of ethics over the recently introduced “New Religion” ethi-
cal “ketman” is one of the strongest. “Unpredictability of phenome-
non ‘ethical ketman’ leads to the fact that in those people who sho-
uld be most suspicious occurs loyalty towards friends and strangers, 
and sick ways of denouncing in the behavior of those who give the 
least reason to doubt them” (Milosz Ibid.,85). Unpredictability of 
“ethical ketman” complicates control over the minds of the citizens; 
given the variety of situations in which it may be applied, it is so 
widespread that oft en slips away the means of pressure.

Analyzing each of the aforementioned forms of “ketman” Cze-
slaw Milosz avoided clearly accounts of his defi nitions, whether they 
are workers, peasants, of intellectuals the middle class, or working 
class of intellectuals, because he did not want the phenomenon of 
“ketman” connected to certain social category. but he off ered meti-
culous analysis of the circumstances, reasons and causes, and con-
sequences of any of these types of “ketman”, as well as for those 
who applied them directly and for society as a whole. In fact, being 
practiced for many years, a forced servility, or citizens “ketman” 
in relations to the authorities, and in a wider social interactions 
in general, becomes a permanent feature of social life. In this key 
one should read the author’s remark that the emotional life of the 
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masses manifests an enormous tension of hatred that cannot be 
explained only by economic reasons, and which was hiding many 
surprises and dangers. “Th e peasants who received land felt hatred; 
the workers and offi  cers who joined the Party felt hatred, the mem-
bers of the legal Socialist Party, which  received a nominal share in 
the rule felt hatred, the writers who worked on the publication of 
their manuscript felt hatred” (Milosz Ibid.: 208).

“Ketman”: social-psychological complex

Although the phenomenon of “ketman” primarily conceived as a 
political mimicry, an emergency system of response to the political 
repression, because of the complexity of its social and psychologi-
cal dimensions, it goes beyond the category of political behavior 
(hidden political dissent), as the fi gures in the fi elds of mental and 
intellectual acrobatics, counterfeiting identity, encompasses not only 
the conscious but also the unconscious plane of human motivation, 
and both the public and the private sphere of his life. Czeslaw Mi-
losz pointed out in the relation to its approach to the problem “ke-
tman” that the political aspect was only external, and that in fact he 
was writing about a kind of anthropological or sociological studies.

Bringing together the inside position of powerlessness and a sen-
se of superiority, the phenomenon of “ketman” manifests a kind of 
psychological contradiction. Th e “ketman” on one hand represents a 
last resort before the force, defense of bare life, dignity and a sense 
of being in infi rmity; On the other hand, as it was pointed out by 
a Gobineau, and problematized by Czeslaw Milosz, practicing “ke-
tman” as a simulated loyalty provides a sense of intellectual satisfac-
tion and moral superiority over deluded; because only intellectually 
daring and skillful man, smart enough and careful, can engage in 
this dangerous game and survive in it, because the slightest oversi-
ght can lead to disclosure.

Counterfeiting of the mental life in the public is a great burden 
on the spirit that “grinds” intellect and “torture moral imagination”, 
“requires the creation of a new vocabulary of morals, politics and 
culture in order to survive in an atmosphere of constant danger 
and continuous acting that requires alertness of  mind” (Donskis 
2011: 63). As the author points out, describing the inner confl ict in 
a writer called Alfa, a change of style and content of the book is 
impossible without personality changes.



70

Th e pride and satisfaction of one who has practiced “ketman” 
out of trouble is a special kind of rationalization; as it was pointed 
out by Nikola Milosevic, “it looks psychologically logical that it is 
acceptable for one to interprete his political behavior as a result of 
certain automanipulation rather than a result of the pressure to 
which he was exposed to in an atmosphere of terror” (Milošević 
1985: 271).

 Absolute power which is realized in totalitarian systems mo-
nopolize, by its operations both the public and private spheres of 
society; more precisely, in that order of control and supervision, a 
public sphere penetrates a private sphere, deforms social life of the 
individual; powerless and devoid of any privacy and autonomy, he 
loses contact with itself. “Seen in this context, ‘ketman’ appears as 
the only form of survival of privacy and confi dentiality in totalita-
rian systems” (Donskins 2011: 60). If we start from the premise that 
“the realization of ourselves despite something” is the basic position 
of “ketman”, the question is how in such a barren and in secrecy 
crowded privacy, under the constant surveillance, a “sacred” core 
of human identity can be stored, as we know that it creates and 
realizes in social interactions; how and at what cost it preserves, 
or what remains of privacy put aside in complete confi dentiality, 
distorted by fear and caution in every contact with it. 

Leaving aside the defense of bare life, which certainly was not 
the motive for the “ketman” of four writers, the question is what 
the fi nal benefi ts of their playing were. Is it more than the current 
security, material benefi ts and ephemeral glory that gets politicaly 
expandable intellectual who was playing a role that was intended for 
him, while he was believing that he primarily played his role? He 
certainly did not preserve the value of his “sacred center” which was 
lost by keeping it the misappropriated way, entering into political 
traps of ketman’s compromises.7 Over the long term replication in 
a public communication and action, he was losing  a psychological 
coherence and a moral center of gravity, was experiencing an inter-
nal confl ict or even the disintegration (suicide of the writer Beta), 
by which the main objective of the enterprise “ketman” became 
pointless; unless his psychopathological playing role was able to sa-
tisfy him with possession of political power (writer Gama became 
a “director of conscience”). 

7  Ideas for problmatisation this theme can be found in: - Kolakowski, J. (1989) Th e 
Devil in history. Banja Luka: NIGRO “Voice”.
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A psychological trap of “ketman” appears as a paradoxical reta-
liation for well done acting job. As the author points out, “an act of 
conscious acting, if it has been done for a long time, develops those 
qualities of the individual, which in his acting work are preferred, 
and one grows so tightly with his role that we cannot distinguish 
what is his own and what is acquired – the elements of the role 
become his second nature. Th is coalescence with the role has, howe-
ver, its positive eff ects, because it brings a kind of relief, allowing 
person to reduce tension due to constant alertness of mind” (Milosz 
Ibid.: 64). So we return to the idea that for the optimum “ketman” 
skill a small dose of “Murti-Bing” should be taken for the sake of 
persuasion, which, however, with all distance, achieves its activities 
in the spirit of one, who believes that only deceives tyrants, or re-
acts out of necessity, but in fact he is caught in a political trap. Th is 
notion leads us to the problem of human plasticity, ie its borders, 
and the question of whether there is a degree of fl exibility over 
which skills “ketman” calls into question the very meaning of its 
practice, the overcoming of which leads to the loss of moral and 
psychological justifi cation for the act. If the necessity cancels the 
measure of plasticity, then the defi nition of necessity becomes cru-
cial. But, the defi nition of necessity is a subject to the functioning 
of the eff ects of subjectivity and manipulation, no matter how clear 
the diff erences between the factual terror and the one that is only 
perceived as such, are.

Th e social meaning of existence of the boundaries of a human 
adaptability is closely linked with the problem of civic responsibility 
towards society, and their participation in the creation of the iden-
tity of the community in which they live. In this regard, the attitude 
of Czeslaw Milosz is ambivalent. On one hand, he wonders what 
would happen “if a man tried to live without pressure and without 
“ketman”, if he challenged fate and said: “If I lose, I will not regret 
myself ?” But then he noted that “if we can live without the imposed 
pressure if a man can create his own support, then it is not true that 
man is nothing. Th at would be an act of faith” (Milosz Ibid.: 39). On 
the other hand it is quite the opposite sense of his grotesque image 
of a man’s extreme fl exibility: “Speed and constantly changing are 
the features of change, a man is a plastic being, and I can imagine 
a day when a quality of a citizen who respects himself would be 
walking on his four legs, with some kind of colorful plumes that 
he would wear on his buttocks” (Milosz Ibid.: 88).
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“Ketman”: hidden form of dissent

In one of the shortest and most general defi nition of the pheno-
menon of “ketman”, it is defi ned as “the art of dissimulation”. As 
specifi c model of survival “ketman” was applied throughout its hi-
story both in religious and philosophical thought, in terms of which 
they were not tollerated. In this sense, “ketman” can be viewed as 
“preheretical, preheterodox form of dissent”, while a history of phi-
losophy, or pre-modern civilization,  can be viewed as the history 
of monotheism as the history of   loft y form of “ketman” (Donskis 
Ibid.: 62).

Th e phenomenon of “ketman” has been construed as a compa-
nion to the confl ict of doctrines, ideologies, ideas, or as “prehete-
rodox form of dissent that is passed from the religious sphere into 
the ideological/political sphere in the form of disguised political 
disagreements, surviving as a form of adaptation to the secular idi-
ocracies” (Ibid.).

Viewed as an interactive phenomenon, “ketman” represents “a 
socio-shaped form of concealment” which introduces theatricality 
into the public sphere. Nothing on the public stage can be sponta-
neous, because all action must be calculated to convince and deceit. 
“Th ese dynamic an interactive rituals generate strong emotional 
energy, requiring constant need for self masking as a counterpart 
to the tireless searching of the authorities for the enemies of the 
system, and the inexorability with which it tends to unmask it” 
(Baehr Ibid.: 59). 

“Ketman” is, therefore, more the case of unconscious than cons-
cious act of adaptation, it is a participation in a massive piece rather 
than an automated behavior. In this sense, “ketman” diff ers from 
its relatively related socio-psychological phenomenon named “the 
spiral of silence”, which occurs when “the expression of the opini-
on of the individual is conditioned by their assessment of “social 
climate of opinion” 8, especially when its conditionality is supported 
by a monophony of the media messages, or the state in the public 
sphere. Elizabeth Noel Neumann observed this phenomenon, while 
she was exploring the reasons for the good reception that Nazism 
encountered in the German nation.

8  Th e conformism of an individual is motivated by the fear of social isolation, if 
his own judgment diff ers from the majority. Th e result of such reactions produces 
a kind of “air-opinion” that members of the Society detect with their “quasi-sta-
tistical sense”; cited by: Pesic, M., Novakovic, A. (2008) Freedom and the public. 
Belgrade: Institute for Political Studies,Belgrade, p. 119.
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Conclusion

As a form of dissimulation, a hidden form of (political) diff eren-
ces, the system response to the political repression and socio-shaped 
form of concealment, “ketman” is one transcivilisational and tran-
sideological phenomenon, the complexity of which, deserves serious 
research attention. Namely, being understood in this way “ketman” 
is much more than a mystifying concept for masking mere fear and 
opportunism, as it was defi ned by Jerzy Gjedrojic, one of the critics 
of the Milosz’s study.

As a concept of the Islamic tradition “ketman” means a moral 
principle which justifi es the application of cunning duplicity against 
a stronger force (conqueror, religious enemy) and the very religious 
concealing skills. Th ese two dimensions of the concept  were the 
ones Czeslaw Milosz took over from Gobineau and developed by 
deepening its psychological, cultural and anthropological meaning. 

As I have tried to show in this paper, “ketman” represents a 
plural phenomenon that simultaneously manifests in the sphere of 
(political) communication in a social-psychological level and an in-
dividual psychological level. Th is social-psychological complex that 
follows the forgery of identity to the public in order to survive, in-
volves complex acrobatics of mind that needs to carry out a cunning 
duplicity and preserve the moral and psychological coherence, thro-
ugh the opposite of what is manifested in behavior.

Th e degree to which “ketman” is practiced in a society, is an 
indicator of the level of its repressive system of a government, a 
disorder in relation between private and public spheres, and the 
conditions of both its public life and its political culture, conside-
ring that it is not socially productive form of political behavior, but 
a form of political response out of necessity. In the general idea, 
“ketman” is a symptom of disharmony of society with itself, the 
gap between what the society is and what its dominant discourses 
mediate as the truth about it.
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