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Three Czech Encounters with Freedom

Forty years have already passed since 1968 and there is no doubt that
what happened during this year of promises and hopes turned into illu-
sions and utopias, leaving behind a significant trace—both locally and
globally—in our recent history. That the legacies of 1968 are worth be-
ing explored and discussed roday, not only from the historical point of
view, but also in the light of our current political experience. The pres-
ent volume’s declared aim is to put forth a discussion of 1968 as both a
global event and a local moment of crisis.

The global versus local connections become, indeed, especially
manifest in the moments of crises. The conference’s declared aim is
“to put forth a discussion of 1968 as both a global event and a local
moment of crisis” The global versus local connections become, in-
deed, especially manifest in the moments of crises. Seen from my own
locus—from the Czech point of view—any meaningful discussion of
1968 must address, in one way or another, the following questions:
What actually was the place and significance of the Prague Spring and
all other events that occurred during the subsequent seasons of this
year, in the broader context of modern Czech political experience?
What are the lessons weé should have learned from them? What is the
legacy of 1968—freedom rediscovered and lost again—as far as all fu-
ture Czech encounters with freedom in the second half of the twentieth
century are concerned?

In 2007 we commemorated the thirtieth anniversary of the foun-
dation of Charter 77, 2 Czechoslovak human-rights movement iniri-
ated by a small group of people who decided to make a stand against
the post-1968 “normalization™ process. In 2009, we celebrated the
twentieth anniversary of the revolutionary events of 1989 that brought
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our Babylonian captivity to its end; that reversed, abruptly and un-
' ipectedly, what looked in 1968 as our inescapable fate—to remain
forever a satellite vegetating on the periphery of the Soviet “evil em-
pire” Is it possible at all to understand the significance and meaning
of 1968 without also taking into account the other two recent Czech
nniversaries?
It needs to be said that all three years just mentioned—1968,
1977, and 1989—were also turning points in my own biography. Is it
nething that makes me unfit to perceive and analyze them now as
unbiased observer? I frankly do not know. Being aware of this di-
4, I have decided not to aspire to an observer's detachment and
ead to hold onto my experience. Instead of attempting an impartial
58 of these three Czech encounters with freedom in the second
f of the twentieth century, I will offer three short sketches of 1968,
.rt' 7, and 1989, based primarily on my personal memories, three “an-
*_ etic experiments™ (to borrow the term from Eric Voegelin), in
ope that they may be capable of revealing something of general

1968

1968 I was a teenager just entering the world of grown-ups. I cer-
) was not shocked nor too surprised when the “process of re-
! announced by the “progressive” reformist leadership of the
unist Party, which replaced its “conservative” wing, got into
1§ In enrly 1968, On the contrary, I perceived the sudden burst
hﬂ our closed society as a logical, one would say almost
teome of the “thaw" which had been taking place during
n I myself, born in 1950, wan progressing through my
' ij hmm nf an intellectual, non-commu-
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new lines of communication. I had the same basic feelings as all other
voungsters anywhere else in the world, believing, because of their age,
that the future is a kind of reservoir of opportunities; that what one
should expect realistically as an essential part of the human condition
is the arrival of the unexpected; that tomorrow may always be differ-
ent from today, because the very essence of human life is the human
capacity for new beginnings.

As Czechoslovak society was awakening in the 1960s from the
Stalinist nightmare, I was following this trend in my own way, discov-
ering the world out there, seeking guidance and inspiration from the
ever-growing group of thinkers and public intellectuals, both Marx-
ists and non-Marxists, who were influencing Czechoslovak public dis-
course at this time. I never believed in socialism of any kind; it was
not a matter of creed for me, but just a reality experienced. I did not
feel at all to have been “brainwashed™ or indoctrinated by the commu-
nist education and certainly did not need to sober up from the previ-
ous temporary intoxication by Marxist-Leninist ideology. My political
convictions were, indeed, products of the “mind of the new one” in
Plato’s sense;' fuzzy, regretrably uninformed, and certainly not clearly
articulated. In this receptive, open, but rather messy and eclectic state
of mind, I did not hesitate for a second to agree that the project to “en-
dow socialism with a human face™—if it meant to free our society from
worn-out and debilitating ideology, to introduce at least some ratio-
nal economic reforms, to start respecting freedom of speech and other
fundamental human rights, to allow civic associations to arise freely
with their initiatives, to let people travel abroad—uwas a very good idea,
indeed.

The Soviet-led invasion of August 21 was a shock for me as it was
for the whole nation, although many political realists were apparently
not surprised at all by this act of imperialist aggression. After it hap-
pened, [ was as amazed as anybody else by the spontaneous collective

meﬂm of Czechs and Slovaks to this situation. The national response

'@Jiﬂﬂﬂﬂn of the Warsaw Pact armies was, indeed, unforgettable.
o duys which followed after the military occupation of Czechoslo-
ned, contrary to the designs of those who planned this act of

-

 exictly, the mind of
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lernal international assistance,” into a genuine, although short-
revolution.
L ople started immediately, without any official appeal or order,
truggle both collectively and individually against the official Soviet
ganda. They launched their own public campaigns, not only pro-
g loud against the unlawful occupation, but also debating with
gecupiers, jumping on their tanks, trying to explain to them that
wis no “counter-revolution,” no civil war, no enemies of social-
i Ozechoslovakia, but just peaceful freedom-loving people who
) live their lives in their own way. It was absolutely fascinating
serve the whole nation standing united behind its communist, but
oment genuinely popular government, ready to act in defense
 tlghts, committed to its values and principles, well-organized,

L

lined, unresigned, and unfrightened.
' revolution quickly invented its own “language,” with its spe-
Message and semantics, its specific means of free, unhindered
munication. Looking at it retrospectively forty years later, I would
i wa t'ne language of our “golden” sixties at its best; starting with
provised posters and leaflets displayed in practically each shop win-
he streets, through the regular newspapers and journals made
elandestine printing works and regularly distributed by the net-
solunteers, and ending in a couple of days with the functioning
f Independent radio and TV broadcasting, The leading mem-
progressive wing of the Communist Party who managed
rrest by the Soviet occupation forces joined the spontane-
} strenmn without hesitation. They even succeeded in
extraordinary clandestine Party Congress, in a Prague
| of local workers, that condemned the ag-
| Czechoslovakin and wet out the program of continua-
s of the Prague Spring, The conservative members of the
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lowing eighteenth-century political language™: public freedom, pub-
lic happiness, and public spirit.” If I am to characterize the course
of events in Czechoslovakia after August 21, 1968, in a nutshell, it
was, indeed, as if some miraculous trigger was pulled and all three
Arendtian principles, otherwise dreaming somewhere in the depth of
our collective soul, suddenly woke up and were set, by the very power
of the revolutionary spirit, into a spontaneous, smart, and concerted
action.
The higher the revolutionary emotions that burst out in the days
after the Soviet-led invasion, the deeper the fall which followed. In
fact, the retrogression from freedom back to the slavery of totalitarian-
ism started at the very moment when the arrested leaders of the Prague
Spring were finally released and returned from Moscow, after they had
signed a protocol there that not only decided their own political fu-
ture but sealed our national fate for the next twenty-one years. Actu-
ally, the role of the “Men of January”—who were then for a short time
on the pedestal of national heroes—in the suppression of the spirit that
brought the whole nation together in a spontaneous revolutionary ac-
tion was the saddest and the most tragic part of the story of our 1968.
Their repeated promises to remain faithful to the principles and ide-
als of the Prague Spring, their repeated appeals to the nation to un-
derstand the current difficulties, and to accept all the concessions that
had to be made, supposedly in order to preserve the main objectives
of the “process of renewal,” turned out to be nothing but empty words
and later, even sheer lies of experienced party apparatchiks. A treaty
was signed and duly ratified in Parliament under their watch to legiti-
mize the “temporary” stay of the Soviet troops on our territory. Con-
trary to all their proclamations and assurances, the Soviet justification
‘of the August intervention—that the socialist order in Czechoslovakia
had to be “rescued” by the “fraternal international assistance”—won
pecognition in the Czechoslovak Communist Party as its new official
wlitieal line, It was shocking and sad, indeed, to observe the “Men
. ty" voluntarily playing an active role—until they themselves
ore fi ,-:*"" 5 ﬂip*épw—in making this U-turn, The results of their
fenne of the legacies of post-January developments in the period

iguat 21 were sl defensible. The measures first

o
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| and later to entirely eliminate the influence of “counter-revo-
ry"” forces began to be implemented with their explicit approv-
'hose in the communist leadership who did not want or were not
" 0 embrace again the dogmas of Marxism-Leninism and return
ﬁld ways of thinking and familiar habits of communist totalitar-
‘were forced to resign one after another. The conservative wing
I 'ﬁmmmumst Party got back into the saddle. Human freedom
" swedd and growing during the previous months started to shrink
m our short-lived revolution was, first inconspicuously, but
nly and explicitly, superseded by the long period of “normal-
¢ thorough screening in all ranks of the Communist Party,
Ihn in the non-communist silent majority of the population,
with the aim of punishing all rebels and cleansing the Czecho-
k wociety from all “revisionist” and “counter-revolutionary™ el-
hTh.l law used to suppress by force the spontaneous demon-
that broke out on the occasion of the first anniversary of the
o wak slgned by Alexander Dubéek himself.
erved this regressive trend with disbelief and frustration.
' hulun my university studies in the fall and had participated
lly at the students’ protest strike in November 1968 and
' demonstration which followed the martyr’s death
| T'he worst surprise, however, was that the atmosphere
ally under the pressure of normalization, even in the
nent, Within less than two years from August 1968,
wes at the Faculty of Natural Sciences of Charles
o showing readiness to follow suit and adapt them-
political situation, in order to secure for themselves
slonal lives and university careers, They joined, one
mmm organization loyal to the nor-
Wi ilﬂﬁi!ﬂﬂﬂlhﬂ!ﬂhmulndqmnﬂm»
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and fell in line with the changed political circumstances, accepting
with little hesitation a “social contract™ that was offered by the trium-
phant “normalizers.”

T was well aware that there was still a clear and stark choice avail-
able at the time. One could either agree to play this “game” (and the
vast majonty of people in Czechoslovakia decided 1o do s0), or to go
into exile. In the summer of 1969, I also briefly considered taking the
latter step, but in the end, I did not. My question, then, remained. Was
there some other opron besides emigration or adopting an opportu-
nistic attitude? What about those who decided, for whatever reason,
to stay? What about those who either did not have this choice at all,
or found it unacceptable or problematic from the standpoint of their
moral principles? Or those who simply did not have the stomach to
swallow such an overdose of pragmatism and refused to maximize their
personal benefits under the given circumstances?

1977

To evoke the atmosphere and the spirit of Charter 77 and also to
clarify my personal reasons for adding my signature to this document
without much hesitation, I have to depart from the end of my previ-
ous anamnetic experiment on 1968, from the depressing atmosphere
of normalization of the 1970s, But first things first: according to its
original declaration, made January 1, Charter 77 was “a free, infor-
mal, open community of people of different convictions, different
faiths and different professions united by the will to strive, individu-
ally and collectively, for the respect of civic and human rights, both

in Czechoslovakia and in the world *? What must be mentioned is,

however, the connection which emerged for me in this context be-

m the primarily political problem of human rights—violated in a
wpecific mnn:m- by our totalitarian regime which metamorphosed in

d Czechoslovakia of the 1970s, as Vaclav Havel put it in
yent esnays from the late 1980s, from its earlier forms in its
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yunced” stage'—and the essentially theoretical realm of European
] _'i'.lu.n who was the most outspoken and most effective in
uting this connection was one of the first three spokesper-
{ Charter 77, a retired university professor of philosophy—Jan
And it needs to be said right away: when he was confront-
\fy connection in the concrete circumstances of his life un-
anditions of late totalitarian regime, he felt obliged to tackle
dequate philosophical precision. He entered the shaky terrain

\ee from a polis he belonged to as a real philosopher. He
out an emphasis on maximum existential truthfulness and

ly, it was perceived as quite surprising that it was Jan
"-' hio assumed, of all other possible candidates—together with
Vi:lav Havel and former Czechoslovak minister for for-
% in 1968, international lawyer Jifi Hajek—this challenging
I 4_mud in the forefront of the “dissidents™ revolt. Up until
nf Charter 77, Patotka enjoyed, even among his Marx-

nts, the reputation of a profound theoretical thinker and a

" *’fti' ne dom scholar. He was not regarded as a public intellec-
ed to expressing his opinions in political discussions, and
ri pnlrll:lﬁan He was highly thought of in the informed
J|ligentsin as a master in his field of study and a great

. mmupﬂnnll capability to elucidate the history of
dens, from ancient beginnings to its present state, and to
iy students the gate leading to the wonderful world of West-
‘w \ 'ﬂ! of the lust pupils of Edmund Husser], Patocka

' nly nw but also as an original phi-

.. &
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For most of his life, Patoka was used to approaching his topics
more philosophico—following his teacher in making phenomenological
“epoche” and observing everything that “is” (ta onta) as phenomena
(ta phainomena). But upon accepting the role of Charter 77°s spokes-
person, he significantly altered his previous attitude. He decided, meta-
phorically speaking, to step down from his philosophical “observatory,”
to enter the public realm of his polis, which was then going through a
serious crisis, and set himself in action. He therefore became one of the
leading figures of a movement that openly criticized the political prac-
tices and manners in Czechoslovakia at the time, as far as respect for
hurnan rights was concerned, and announced his readiness to lead the
dialogue about it with the Czechoslovak government.

From the standpoint of international politics and internation-
al law, the creation of Charter 77 was inspired by two events: a) the
Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe
was adopted in the summer of 1975; and b) two major international
human-rights treaties, the International Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, came into force in Czechoslovakia in the fall of 1976,
All these documents provided clear information on the international
obligations of the Czechoslovak state to fulfill these covenants “in good
faith” and accommodate its legal order and practice to their normative
framework.

Surely, the international context playved a very important role in
Charter 77’5 origins and enabled the drafters of its founding document
to come up with a number of strong arguments that could be used as
the legal basis for its proposed dialogue about human rights with the
government and for all its other oppositional activities. Nonetheless,
what was crucial in bringing together a group of committed individu-
als, who were ready to join the initiative and to express support for it
by putting their signatures on Charter 77's original declaration, was

not 80 much Charter 77°s justification, grounded in international poli-
“m but the domestic situation in Czechoslovakia, the poisoned

that prevailed there in the 1970s, the deep spiritual crisis
by Cﬂnhullmk soclety because of the policies of normal-
' nd 0o ﬂ-’tl changed international

1o :hunmmunm:
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" avernment and Charter 77 with his existential reasoning. And,
a8 to admit, for the majority of Charter 77's signatories—people

une from all walks of life, Christians of all denominations, Jews,
i nunists expelled from the party for their revolt in 1968, inde-

guences the late totalitarianism of the 1970s had for those exposed to
its “radiation.”” The Charter 77 activities had to be founded, according
to Patolks, on what should not be given up, even under such unfavor-
able political circumstances, that is, on the moral claim made on each

iberal intellectuals and quite often just voung people without
i past, creed, goals, or expectations—the “reasons™ behind
Blmﬁka’s decision to publicly fight this spiritual degenera-

e ulte compelling even for non-philosophers.

ons can still be found in six short texts Patodka wrote
s of his life, shortly before he died following prolonged
gation in March 1977 These articles defend the cause of
ugainst its enemies and can be regarded as Patocka’s po-
nt, When these texts are put into the overall context of
it becomes evident that what he articulated in his ca-
poke person of Charter 77 was in a way nothing new, but
d to what he set out as the basic mission of all philosophy
e 19308, He argued then that the latter’s task is not in ab-
lat: o, but the ability “to criticize life in all its components
mtntions;”® the willingness

sxpression to what society still rudely wants to say, to give
o wtill mute tendencies, but also to expose what is be-
n o demonstrate their genesis, to mark cross-roads, to

I8, even to try to resolve them,”

hin id li formulated repeatedly, though in different
s Gharter 77 texts: in publicly defending human rights,
intended to interfere into politics semsu stricto—with

oy mmmm-lmmnmd

il mlnwm;ﬂ’ Char-

of us to live with integrity. This claim not only turned all participants
in the Charter 77 movement into political “dissidents,” thus undermin-
ing the totalitarian communist regime, but it also extracted them from
the world of sheer lies, pretentions, and endless manipulations. It was
a return journey on the path for truth, This claim opened for them the
door into the largely forgotten and abandoned realm of classical politi-
cal philosophy.

In the text Whar Charter 77 Is and Whar It Is Nor® Patocka decided
to bring “to everyvone’s clear awareness” the “truths of which we are all
in some sense aware™” and also his own philosophical definition of hu-

man rights:

The idea of human rights is nothing other than the conviction
that even states, even societies as a whole, are subject to the sov-
ereignty of moral sentiment: that they recognize something un-
conditional that is higher than they are, something that is binding
even on them, sacred, inviolable, and that in their power to es-
tablish and maintain a rule of law, they seek to express this recog-
nition. '™

According to conventional wisdom, the concept of human rights in the
international covenants the authors of the Charter 77 Manifesto were
appealing to is rooted in the European Enlightenment of the late eigh-
teenth century. Patocka’s moral argument, however, his cautious refer-
ence to “the truths of which we are all in some sense aware,” sounded,
when it appeared in January 1977, rather like a voice coming to the
present from a distant past, bringing to life something that did not fit

" The horical term “the radiation of totalitarianism”™ is used in Havel’s
m and Toralitarianism (see footnote 15, 349.

'Iﬂm dka: “What Charter 77 Is and What It Is Not,” in Erazim Kohak,

“.. if Fhﬂﬂﬂm Iﬂi Slllﬂl.‘ld Writings (Chicago and London:
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i the contemporary human-rights discourse, but instead belonged
imodern and largely abandoned spiritual traditions. His argument
spect for human rights represents the moral foundation of any
aciety—that it is our recognition of the sovereignty of moral
yent and not just our human nature which constitutes them—
ol the focus from the modern emancipated individuals who simply
\man rights as his’her “entitlements,” to the ancient conflict
,-'- alitics and philosophy. It turned the attention to the trial of
q'pho seemed to have been the inspiration for Patogka’s ap-
alitical matters in general, and, for his own activities in the
i, his great example and predecessor.

 the actual source of political order? What enables a po-
asks Patocka in these texts, notwithstanding recognized
wlid laws, form of government and all practical aspects of
politics, to exist as political body? No matter what politi-
: hren have to say on this point, their answer is from the
totkian perspective either insufficient or irrelevant. The
-ﬂlpﬂnue to this question simply cannot come from their
r&am the sphere outside politics. Even states endowed with
wered nty to create binding laws, to execute them and to super-
thel 'nblmrmce, must first honor something above them. Even
tes have to respect the elementary fact that being hu-
% any political role one may be assigned as citizen. Not
ddual human beings, but states and whole societies must
o ‘-h'lhi sovereignty of moral sentiment.”!* Signing Charter
then be perceived, Patotka argued, as a “political act in
h o P12 Charter 77 “constitutes no competition or interfer-
.pm in any of its functions.”!* That is why it is
fon, nor an organization,”' but just “an outgrowth
MMW funetion mm A moral

i bl W
N TATESUPARY T

e

Revolurions and Revolurionaries, Lessons of the Years of Crises 33

Patoika not only reopened the basic gqueston of Socrates in his
Charter 77 texts, but also revived in them his spirit. When he said that
the Charter 77 Manifesto was “an expression of jov™!7 of our citizens
and *also an expression of (their) willingness... to do their part in
bringing about the realization and public fulfillment of the principles
proclaimed,”"® it was a Socratic irony that had to fly directly in the face
of communist power holders. Considering their ferocious onslaughts
against the Charter 77 signatories, it is obvious that they took the state-
ment that “our people have once more become aware that there are
things for which it is worthwhile to suffer, that the things for which we
might have to suffer are those which make life worthwhile“'” not as a
moral proclamation, but as a kind of declaration of war. When the or-
gans of state security went after Patocka openly, interrogating and try-
ing to intimidate him day after day until he died, his speaking out was
a clear act of Socratic courage.

In December 1976, I became acquainted with the text of Char-
ter 77 through a friend, and 1 was invited to sign it and join others
in this adventurous undertaking. I said yes without much hesitation.
1 did that not so much because of my personal courage, but because at
that moment I had already been trapped in the realm of Patocka’s phi-
losophy. It was my response to the marasmus of normalization in the
first half of the 1970s, when the entire public domain in Czechoslova-
kia was again fully manipulated by the totalitarian communist govern-
ment. Seeing no future for myself in the official academic institutions,
or anywhere else where a declaration of lovalty to the regime was re-
quired as a kind of admission ticket, and having decided not to emi-
grate, I decided to forgo the career of scientist or researcher. Instead,
I immersed myself in the depths of philosophical literature, reading
somewhat eclectically evervthing from the basic writings of classical
CGrreek philosophers to the works of their contemporary successors and
interpreters,

Inspired and occasionally tutored by Patocka and his disciples of

'.i'nl nldlr generations, I tried to become acquainted with the history

phical and political ideas: as they emerged for the first time,
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g forgotten, but re-discovered later, discussed again, interpreted,
formed, and often distorted in the great dialogue of mankind,
ted at the very beginning of European history and went on
. m the centuries. In this context, I should add, I also came for
s upon the names Hannah Arendt and Eric Voegelin.
1) .hank from a distance of more than thirty-five years, what
guld be called hyperbolically consolatio philosophiae hodierna,
; we the title of the famous text by Boethius. The first thing
inm;r search for a kind of Boethian consolation, however,
,h do with the content of the philosophical ideas I was
i, What I realized instantly was that [ certainly was not
g out on the journey of philosophy for this reason. On the
wistential and not just academic attitude towards phi-
I-qultﬂ common in the Crzech intellectual environment
. In fact it is still preserved in a way—for better or for
1 cumie to know a number of like-minded philosophical
sen and started to circulate among various reading or lecture
bating societies. But most importantly, at the tme my edu-
u founded on the private lectures or seminars of Patocka, who
48, tepresented the highest authority in philosophical matters
me In our world a kind of genuine philosopher-king.
@n the Charter 77 Manifesto at that time was noth-
ytep in my journey to philosophy. I started along
! :by Patodka and there is little to add. All that fol-
y 1077 was just the consequences of my original
| immediately that I threaded quite dangerous and
any other Charter 77 signatory, I had to accept the
At wan a form of exemplary punishment for
- m:uﬂmnmﬂmmmg
ention of organs of the state,
m choice than to worl, first
1 u hotel, an a
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Benda, a “parallel polis,” came into being. It brought together not only
the signatories of Charter 77, with all different convictions, faiths, and
professions, but also all of those who decided to resist totalitarianism
on their own terms,

This body politic—surrounded by the greater whole of which it
was a tiny part, finding itself in a permanent state of siege by repressive
organs of the state, having no territory, no protective walls, but just its
self-appointed citizens—was certainly incapable of independent exis-
tence in the world, yer managed to exist until the end of the commu-
nist regime in 1989, for almost thirteen years. Thanks to the nature of
its foundation, thanks to its rules, citizenship, and, most importantly,
because of the external environment in which it had to operate, the
“parallel polis™ was, indeed, a rather bizarre entity—a “merry ghetto.”
as it was also nicknamed. I would certainly hesitate to identify any new
political idea whose emergence could be attributed to its existence and
which could evenmally, when the opportune moment finally came in
MNovember 1989, be considered to have inspired our revolutionary ac-
tion. Nonetheless, there is something here, and 1 believe that Timothy
Garton Ash’s consideration of the matter is quite telling in the context
of our discussion. He argued that the very fact that the “parallel polis”
came into being represented a new beginning.

Thaose who signed Charter 77 might have been motivated more So-
cratico, but surely, they did not take this step alone. They discovered
immediately what it meant to leave the protective walls of their private
lives, to step into the public space and to reach out to others. They
discovered the binding power of acting together. They discovered that
the essential political virtue is not the one leading to immediate politi-
cal success, but the readiness to build relationships of trust, the ability
to act in concert, the willingness to support each other in confrontation
with all dangers, to keep alive the spirit of solidarity. In short, they dis-
covered, each and every one in his’her own way, on his/her own terms,

the fact that, according to Hannah Arendt, creates an elementary pre-
eongd ﬂnn ﬂf political life; the fact of plurality which is essential to our

sondition and which the normalized life of the totalitarian state

bgcmjn:, in turn, one
REl ﬂwiﬁ ﬂl’l mid—
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. The change after 1977 was only that our “Geistkreizen,”*”
'_ since then in the environment of the “parallel polis” and
4 reason occasionally threatened by repressive operations of the
,pnl;cf: had become open to all the new instigations and im-
oming from the newly discovered public sphere. It therefore
fha opportunity of being exposed not only to new questions
thames, but also to so badly needed new books that were
d 1o us by our friends from abroad. It also offered us the op-
{ ,":u listen to distinguished Western philosophers who began
" o visit our “parallel polis” and gave their lectures at our “fly-
o nal
weratic foundations laid down by Patotka that opened, at
. the world of classical political philosophy have remained
y point of departure for my philosophical journey ever

nologist as Tunuthy Garton Ash has presented me in our
because actually I have never been a disciplined student
sl of philosophical thought. When it comes to the debate
solftical ideas, however, what I simply cannot set aside is the
lemie context in which these ideas were sought, debated,
mrough by us. The thing is that our primary goal in this
I never to study them as such and in abstracto, but to under-
¢ with their assistance our own situation. Our fundamen-
Jmlil better sense of what we had been experiencing.
Ihlve to add a slight touch of Socratic irony: when
'I.ll.'ld these ideas, and tried to increase with their

: pnm‘ capacity of understanding, they were
| m Timothy Garton Ash, Francois Furet
ntinguis Mmpuml of the 1980 revolutions
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1989

The role the professional revolutionists playved in all modern rev-
olutions is great and significant encugh, bur it did not consist in
the preparation of revolutions. They warched and analyzed the
progressing disintegration in state and society; they hardly did,
or were in a position to do, much to advance and direct it. Even
the wave of strikes that spread over Russia in 1905 and led into
the first revolution was entirely spontaneous, unsupported by any
pelitical or trade-union organizations, which, on the contrary,
sprang up only in the course of the revolution. The outbreak of
most revolutions has surprised the revolurionist groups and par-
ties no less than all others, and there exists hardly a revolution
whose outhreak could be blamed upon their activities, Tt was usu-
ally the other way around: revolution broke out and liberated, as
it were, the professional revolutionaries from wherever they hap-
pened to be—from jail, or from the coffee house, or from the li-

brary. 22

I chose to start my third anamnetic experiment with this sobering re-
mark of Hannah Arendt concerning all “professional revolutionists™
of the modern era, because I consider it reasonable advice when the
role of dissidents in the Velvet Revolution in November 1989 is to be
discussed and evaluated. It certainly corresponds to my own recollec-
tion. The story of the Velvet Revolution has already been told so many
times, and 1 am not going to revisit it. What I will do, instead, is make
the three following points.

Point one; What, in fact, is a revolutdon? According to convention-
al wisdom, it is a historical event par excellence, an event that literally
malkes history, one thar radically and irreversibly changes the social and

political condition of human life, Most important, though, is the revo-

n's subjective element. It is an event that has to be recognized as
' , ﬂﬂly by its immediate participants, but by all those who are
Iﬁmﬂ h}' it Ill!ﬂ an ma;r personal experience with revo-
ht that it is not something that
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can be “made” by men. Revolution is certainly not a man-made thing,

but a radical break, a discontinuity in the human perception of time,

a dramatic moment of wruth, when we realize that our tomorrow will
“be different from our vesterday, that from this moment we are going

to be living in a new world. To illustrate this point and to demonstrate

the drama in our souls in 8 moment in which such recognition occurs,
I will quote again from Arendt’s On Revelution again:

The date was the night of the fourteenth of July 1789, in Paris,
when Louis XVI heard from the Duc de La Rochefoucald-
Liancourt of the fall of the Bastille, the liberation of a few prison-
ers, and the defection of the roval troops before a popular artack.
‘The famous dialogue that took place between the king and his
messenger is very short and very revealing. The king, we are told,
exclaimed: “C’est une révolte,” and Liancourt corrected him:
"Non, Sire, c’est une révolution.”*
Ir'm.rﬁ recalling this conversation in the context of my own anamnesis,
j:fﬁtrbainly do not intend to place, without any further qualification,
J'ﬂu evenits T was part of in Prague, in November 1989, into the same
- entegory with the events in France two hundred years earlier. And what
,':'ﬂm.‘llli least like to do is compare my own “dramatic” encounter with
Tlwton lt thnt time WIth the tru]jr traglc situation of French king L::n.ns

usion of the terms “révolte” and “révolution™ had for him and
have, obviously in the opposite direction, for me and other “Vel-
J lutionaries.”
remember very well the moment when I, at least intui-

d to feel that what we were experiencing could be “révolu-
fust another “révolte”—despite the fact that in the days

d to expect realistically and o be prepared thav the revo-
W in e quite u significant role, could be

1'li'ltvl.‘-rlnu1 ?llm Revulutlant I remember that he once told me, trying
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The intention was to send a clear and straightforward message to the
crowd, at first a little surprised, but later absolutely excited and ever-
growing. It was at the third of these public rallies. if 1 am correct, that
Alexander Dubcek arrived. Brought from Bratislava, he appeared in
public for the first time after twenty years of invisibility and addressed
the jubilant revolutionary gathering. I do not know why, but I decided
that day not to stay with the other rally organizers in the area around
the rostrum for speakers, who were quickly lining up as the revolu-
tion was progressing, but to go down and observe the scene from the
square. I already knew what was approaching. In the evening twilight
a singer, Marta KubiSova, appeared on the balcony and started to sing
“Prayer for Marta,” a song that became, as Vaclav Havel recently put
it, a kind of unofficial anthem of 1968. People on the square, I think,
most of them with tears in their eyes, started spontaneously to light
candles they brought with them, without being “officially” instructed
to de so. That was it. The message could not have been stronger. I re-
alized that the revolution that had died in the streets of Prague more
than twenty years ago had finally returned. To be understood correctly:
as far as “ideas” are concerned, no one I know of, except for a few
‘68ers, desired to revive the project of “socialism with a human face,”
which had been once and for all buried in August of 1968, What had
to be brought back to life, if we wanted liberty, and not a reformed
version of illiberal order, were the three Arendtian principles of public
freedom, public happiness, and public spirit, so easily abandoned and
forgotten in the years of normalization. And what I saw on Wences-
las Square that night was that they were back, indeed, and at least for
some time were ready to “inspire” Czechs and Slovaks, to wake them
up, to bring them into a disciplined, well-organized and bold collective
action.

Point two is the noetic dimension of revolutionary action itself and
the corresponding epistemology. 1 will start with the observation of
Petr Pithart, a leading activist of the revolution of 1989, one of the few
Charter 77 signatories with some political experience and qualifica-
ﬂ.nnl. who was to become Czech prime minister immediately after the

hl h.ld. as one of the negotiators of Cmr.-
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lowed Novernber 17, 1989, could hyperbolically be compared to being
4t the center of a nuclear explosion. Therefore, to continue his met-
aphor, dragged by forces released in a moment when two subcritical
ounts of radioactive material combined, with their vision paralyzed
the blinding flash of the chain reaction, the representatives of Civic
m—a group of hastly selected individuals, some of them certainly
very well prepared for this job—had to cope with, and prudently
to, an absolutely new and largely unexpected situation. Sitting
he round table with their well-trained opponents, who were backed
¢ repressive organs of the state, still ready to intervene in its de-
, they had to proceed withour a clear democratic mandate, mas-
n, or strategy thoroughly prepared in advance, just feeling their
y, applying trial and error, not knowing well their opponents and
@"h‘xtentinns. This negotiation evolved day after day, not only
i all Czechoslovak citizens around and the whole democratic world
hing, but also with major international actors playing their game
bulancing power, communicating through their secret lines and car-
i about their geostrategic “national interests.” The only democratic
lk the negotiators could rely on was the daily consultations with
mhers of the broader leadership of Civic Forum. However,
ng body of the Velvet Revolution itself had only a very limited
. huing composed of representatives of loose networks of civic
, comprising a number of self-appointed individuals who ei-
gredentials from their past activities within the “parallel polis”
go~opted in the course of the Velvet Revolution, The negoria-
Tby ously not only supposed to keep this body informed of
‘nchievements, They also needed to obtain approval for
teps, and that could happen only after a thorough and, for
: protracted but hardly productive or result-oriented dis-

[

lesson to be drawn from what I described above, using just
[ ek 10 avoke the plature of daily routines of the Velvet
) w "m%mwmmm
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as well—were finding themselves. What should not be forgotten is the
blindness that strikes all who are doomed, as Pithart, to act and make
decisions in the middle of a nuclear explosion. Revolutionary action
is tzking place in a state of epistemological chaos and total uncertain-
tv. To talk about a “surprising” absence of new political ideas in the
European revolution of 1989, as Francois Furet and Timothy Garton
Ash did, mayv make sense from the standpoint of an outside observer
of revolutionary events, However, it simply ignores the basic nature of
the revolutionary’s playing field. It is out of touch with the immediate
experience of those who, for some reason, happened to have plaved
the game. The question, then, is how to consider their perspective and
reconcile it with that of the spectateirs engagées. How can one increase
the participant’s capacity of understanding and judgment in the con-
text of an event primarily experienced as a discontinuity in time? And,
in reality, the interchangeability of these roles does belong to human
nature, doesn’t it? Are we not both actors and first observers of events
that comprise the history of our lives? Do we find ourselves suddenly
caught up in these events, or, to return to Hannah Arendt, are we situ-
ated in such moments in a “gap” between our past and our furure?
~ Is it surprising that she quotes, when referring to this gap, Alexis de
Tocqueville, who also apparently saw no new political ideas when he
arrived in America to study its revolution? And in the conclusion of his
lengthy work, which is still an unmarched masterpiece of the discipline,
he had nothing more to say than to express his noetic uncertainty:

- Although the revolution that is taking place in the social condi-
tion, the laws, the ideas, the opinions and the feelings of men is
wtill very far from being terminated, vet its results already admit
~ of no comparison with anything that the world has ever before
witnessed, I go back from age to age up to the remote antiquity,
but I find no parallel to what is occurring before my eyes; as the
il -hll ﬂl.llﬂ to throw its light upon the future, the mind of
.'.-.I. X .ﬁ h“mmu
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\tid finally, point three. In the two previous remarks I tried to recall

sct experience of revolution—the situation we were a part of,
in its enormous power, where the only thing we could do was
nd see where we would end up. My third remark concerns my

{gation for the first time, in the middle of all the hectic activities,

| of the months following November 17, 1989, that our revolu-
s already behind us. T still remember the shock I experienced
tlme in the spring of 1990 when I first read an article, written
3 | professional propagandist from the previous era, trained to
ty in conformity with its official ideological interpretation,
neone who apparently spoke from the bottom of his heart.

r was explaining what happened in the Velvet Revolution

lly Charter 77’s role in a way at odds with my own percep-

T Im:nences According to this version, what happened was
wlution at all but just a plot on a large scale, a secret deal made
ﬂ.‘l& forces of the ancien régime of the Communist Party and
harter 77 counterparts, who only pretended to be in opposi-

| and -'en.ly wanted power. Even if this particular article was crazy
uigh to be tossed aside—bringing in the old and well-worn argu-
sty of Zionism and Judeo-Masonic conspiracy—the moment I read
ged an inconvenient truth, Paradoxically, thanks to its success,
et Revolution, as a genuine historical or, rather, history-making
m longer in the hands of those who had taken part in it,
seome, whether by choice or necessity, temporary “revolu-
vas o legacy that no one could claim. In this sense, the Vel-

itlon was still “ours,” but only as expressed in the aphorism

ot and writer René Char, quoted at the very beginning of

At's Botween Past and Furure, where he “compressed the

T
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vhut four years in the résistance against the Nazis meant for
o whﬁn‘mWﬁ:%uMmmhy

- o i ol
.n-_-:dl..u-u:— |

e ]

IRENA GRUDZINSKA GROSS

1968 in Poland

Spoiled Children, Marxists, and Jews

The forty years of historical distance should bring some equanimity
to the protagonists of 1968 and their stern judges. Yet the blame and
(self-)accusations are as bitter as ever. I would like, therefore, before
I talk about Poland, to start with a general defense of 1968,

I am speaking as a member of the 1968 generation, and my mem-
ory is not only individual but also generational. Such memory, and all
autobiographical history, has its obvious limitations, but it should not
be discarded, particularly today, when the '68ers are being pushed out
of the limelight by the following generations. Nineteen sixty-eight now
belongs to history, vet in judging an event of the past, intentions, illu-
sions, aspirations of the participants do martter. Hungarian theater di-
rector Ivan Nagel once wrote that our own biography is not a finished
book in which we have access simultaneously to all the pages. In writ-
ing about 1968 in Poland, I want to contribute not to my biography,
but to the way in which the 1968 generation remembers itself.

The generation of 1968 matured in the shadow of World War II
and in the chill of the Cold War. Perhaps the most important aspect
of its generational rebellion was the breaking of the barrier of fear that

e.dnumltnbsd, glightly differently in each of our countries, the possi-

oy of social intercourse. And since the rebellion was generational,
: blﬂ'ﬁlr was broken also horizonrally, across geographical and polit-
Jl is secondary in this context that the students in Poland
osle lﬁldmmmn parliamentary democracy, while
WL _mhn-:ommumst This differ-
Oery I lli childrcn and extol
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