THE QUIET LIFE VERSUS A LIFE
IN TRUTH

Writing the Script for Normalization

With the absence of postwar idealism to forge political unity, and with the sup-
pression of a reformed communism that might have reshaped ideology and its
practical application, the question was, what was communism to be, and for
whom, after 19682 The purge had recast late communist society; the official re-
writing of the Prague Spring had introduced the necessary paradigms; but what
remained was to define everyday life in the years ahead. The question presented
itself early on at the Czechoslovak pavilion of the 1970 World Exposition in
Japan. The national pavilion, on display halfway across the world, exhibited a
significantly different image of normalized Czechoslovakia than did the purges
that were then in full swing back home.

Czech radio station Radio Hvézda, reporting on the World Expo, noted the
historically rich fantasy world on which the national pavilion heavily leaned:
“The visitor is immediately engulfed by the pervasive music of DvoidK’s ‘New
World” symphony....Religious motifs and Gablonz bijouterie predominate.
Small devotional articles are presented as [is] the country’s venerated [jewelry].
A Hussite goblet from [the] 14th century is featured next to glassed cages with
fluttering birds, giving the exhibit liveliness and color.”! It seemed to showcase
the very best of Czech precommunist culture—the farther back in time, the bet-
ter. As if to underscore the point, a young guide to the exhibit, instead of handing
out the hammer-and-sickle emblem of the Czechoslovak Communist Party, dis-
tributed postcards of the Prague Castle. When asked about the current politics
of her country, she answered that she did not have any personal experience with
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the situation since she had left the country two years earlier—in other words, she
had left in 1968, probably in the aftermath of the invasion.

Vladimir Selecky, a deputy director of Czechoslovak Television, was among

those who condemned the exhibit at the 1970 World Expo. He was convinced
that “the disorientation and confusion of the past crisis period [was] #learly
[present] during the creation of our pavilion.” Although the pavilion was seem-
ingly disconnected from politics, its planning and creation prior to the invasion
was sufficient proof for Selecky that the exhibit included, as he said, “coded Sym-
bols and allegories” put together by the sorts of people “who in the past years
have more than once used state means for expressing their very problematic and
subjective feelings and attitudes” Most troubling, Selecky believed, was what the
pavilion said (or did not say) about post-1968 Czechoslovakia: “When a Czecho-
slovak has seen about a dozen of our ancient relics and another dozen works
of our present creative artists, he has to ask: Is this all? Is this to be the Socialist
Czechoslovakia?”? Inadvertently, Selecky had verbalized the regime’s most urgent
queéstion.

Jaroslav Sodomka, the secretary general of Czechoslovakia’s exhibit at Expo 70,
dismissed Selecky’s criticism. Sodomka reported that the Czechoslovak pavilion
was being widely praised, and “experts spoke highly of the harmony of the archi-
tecture and interior decorations of the pavilion, which was also favorably viewed
as an oasis of calm and light in comparison with other noisy and garish pavil-
ions.” In addition, the Czechoslovak restaurants at Expo 70 “had been among
the most popular,” where visitors commended “the quality and large selection
of dishes as well as the...perfect service.”® In describing the enticements offered
up at the pavilion, Sodomka had inadvertently tapped into the very images with
which the normalization regime, too, would barter over the next few years: im-
ages of a normalized Czechoslovakia triumphant in its victory over reform com-
munism, offering capitalist-type consumption and the “calm and light” that only
areturn to normality could bring. While arguing over the Czechoslovak pavilion

thousands of miles away in Japan, Selecky had come up with the vital question
and Sodomka with the answer.

Postinvasion Consumerism

By late 1969, according to one account, First Secretary Gustdv Husék had con-
cluded that once people “have their creature comforts, they won’t want to lose
them™ In October 1969, he requested financial help from the Soviets but did
not use the handout to modernize Czechoslovakia’s antiquated industrial infra-
structure. Opting for short-term necessities over long-term needs, he used the
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¢ ds to satisfy consumer demands. In December 1969, the government thus
E ble to announce to the public an early Christmas present—a pern'lanent
wa'S afreeze on all basic food stuffs and fuels. As a result of this freeze, which re-
n::i:leled largely intact throughout the next twenty years, consumer consumption
d. and did, increase; per capita consumption of meat, for example, rose from
E k,ilograrns in 1969 to 81.1 kilograms in 1975.% In case the message was not
6St'gclear following the announcement of the permanent price freezes, on May 3,
1971, in the lead-up to the Fourteenth Party Congress, where the tone forbpost(—1
purge normalization was to be set, temporary“prlce cuts w‘ere ma;]ie on al r((i):r_
range of consumer goods as a way to show.case the correct line of t .e nzw c?a o
ship and Central Committee, [and as] evidence of the success achleve. ...in
consolidation of political and economic life.”® From 1970 to 1978, private con-
sumption on the whole went up by 36.5 percent.” . ) ]
These gestures, Husak correctly assessed, would 1mp1:0ve t‘he .party-peolc)l e
alliance.”® Even Bil’ak, not one to succumb to the peo.ple s whimsical deman‘ f,
admitted that in 1948 “we had posters in the shop wmqows about how.soc1a -
ism [was] going to look, and people were receptive to it. That was a,dlfferent
kind of excitement and a different historical time, and today V\.re can’t put up
posters about how socialism is going to look, but today shop. windows have. to
be full of goods so that we can document that we are rilovmg toward soc.1a1—
ism [i.e., communism] and that we have socialism here”” But th? norme'ahzei-
tion regime was offering more than merely the sort of consumption afvallab e
to the wealthier pockets of the Soviet Bloc; the trend toward cc.)nsumptlon' over
production had begun in the 1960s and would continue. MO.re 1r.nport.ant, it waE
offering the “quiet life,” which was understood as vital to delivering this promise

of consumption.

The Quiet Life

Political scientists Kieran Williams and Grzegorz Ekiert, when documenting the
postinvasion climate in Czechoslovakia, point to the rep?ated calls for calm anld
order by the reform leaders in the face of the public’s desue‘ for some sort of col-
lective action against and protest of the invasion. The deﬁmng‘moment c'ame on
the eve of Jan Palach’s funeral, which had the potential to unite the nation an.d
propel it toward effective protest; instead, Alexander Dubdek witnt7on the r;dlo’
to plead for calm and order.'® Grzegorz Ekiert argues that Dubcek’s and ot e?‘s

appeals reflect how, despite the Prague Spring, th'e Czechoslovak Communist
Party had never let the reigns of power slip from its hands and h‘ad always re;
mained in control, and that ultimately there was no “clear state-society cleavage
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as had existed in 1956 in Hungary and would again with the Solidarity move.
ment in Poland in the 1980s."!

Certainly, these calls for the quiet life might have been no more than desper-

ate pleas by fearful politicians still wedded to the Communist Party and anxioyg
to avoid the bloodshed of the 1956 Hungarian revolution. But they set the tone
and fixed the ideological plane for normalization. Quoting an expert on the Gor-
bachev period, Soviet historian Susan Reid has observed that “the political order
evolving under Khrushchev and Brezhnev was not Stalinism redux but some-
thing quite different”2 One of the key differences between Stalinism and late
communism was not only the absence of political idealism in the latter but the
concomitant and officially endorsed rejection of political extremism of any sort,
Philosopher Slavoj Zizek, himself a former citizen of late communism in Eastern
Burope, has wittily remarked that the very last thing the late communist regimes
wanted was for their citizens to act out communism.® In this, the Soviets showed
the way: during the false jollity and vigorous handshakes that had followed the
signing of the Moscow Protocol between the Kremlin and the “kidnapped”
Dubc¢ek-led government delegation, Alexei Kosygin, Soviet adviser to Czechoslo-
vakia, confided to one of the Czech delegates that from now on it would be best
for Czechoslovakia to “avoid extremes at both ends of the spectrum.”* As if tak-
ing this advice to heart, upon returning to Prague, Dubéek pleaded on the radio
with Czechoslovak citizens: “We truly need order....[T]he sooner we succeed
in normalizing conditions in the country and the greater support you give us,
the sooner we shall be able to take further steps along our post-January road.”’s
Dubcek’s downfall would be his willingness to be a spokesperson for the postin-
vasion quiet life, which paved the way for normalization as well as his own ouster
from government.

Marie Mikovd, a member of the Central Committee and a lifelong communist
who had been sympathetic to the Prague Spring, also was persuaded to vote for
the Soviet occupation because of the national call for calm and order. Shortly
before the vote to legalize and make permanent the Soviet occupation, the then
Czechoslovak president Ludvik Svoboda, a trusted war hero, called her aside,
adamant that she vote for the occupation. When she protested and laid out her
reasons why, he insisted that “we already told them [the Soviets] all that—that
they came uninvited and so on, no one can change that anymore, but they’re
now becoming nervous, they’re losing their patience and they need a little peace
and quiet.” When Mikov asked Svoboda what might happen should the vote not
pass, he described a bloodletting of epic proportions: “Pray you won’t have to
see that, that would be terrible, I can’t allow that,” Svoboda replied. “You know,
I’ve told you more than once how much blood was spilled during the war, what
I went through, what I saw, and this I never want to see again.”'* When Mikova
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ted for legalizing a permanent Soviet occupation of Czechosl.ovakia, she be‘—1
Jjeved she was voting for the necessary calm and order. Just pfll(o;2 t(; fhe /Apl‘l
i969 party plenum, at which Dubcek would' be replaFed by Husa“, U e‘ pravoh—n
continuing to pound the same drum—carried headlines such as “Only in a ca
atmosphere is it possible to live well,” and “I.ntrO(.iuce the necessary calr.n, cer-
tainty, and order”"” Dubcek himself joir‘le.d in with the ChOI‘}lS, appearmglon
television on April 3, 1969 (his last television appearance until the 1989 Ve vet
Revolution) to plead for calm in order to stave off the rumored second military
: tion.
mt;r:: IESitelman, writing in the early 1980s, considered the claim t.hat People
wanted quiet and calm merely “another cliché of the period.™* His e.wc%ence
was a published survey by Slovak pollsters less than a year af.ter the Soviet inva-
sion. In answer to their question, “Husdk emphasized the dem.re of our people to
live in a calm atmosphere and their demand that the activities of those ;?eople
who spread chaos and intensify socialist disintegration should cease. Is this also
your view?” Fifty-nine percent agreed that it was their view, and presuma.bly the
rest did not."” But what is lost here is that the official endorsement—indeed,
encouragement—of calm and order was expansive in its definition. It mear.lt, for
example, not merely acceptance of what was most certainly anc.)ther descriptive
cliché of the time—people’s political apathy—but the state’s active endorsement
of it. The call for calm and order, and the way in which it became synonymous
with normalization, was not merely programmatic; it was also ideological. Jan
Fojtik, sensitive to the post-1968 ideological shift, warned during Plans for the
fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the Czechoslovak Communist Pafty that
“the point is not to overdo the celebrations, not to irritate [nfeotrdfitt—llteral{y,
not poison] people with our programs.”?® Once in the leadership position, Husdk
continued to sound the themes of calm, order, and quiet. Even before he was the
first secretary, when he was still chairman of the Slovak Communist Party in the
aftermath of the invasion, Husék had already indicated what normalization was
to be about: “[A] normal person wants to live quietly,” he said, and “this party
wants to safeguard the quiet life.””! What is also important here is t?le zfssum'ed
agreement between state and society about the pursuance of the quiet life, with
neither state nor society planning to be in the political vanguard.

The Newly Purged

As challenging as the task of defining late communism was, normalization’s lead-
ers were always able to rely on positioning themselves in opposition to the (irra-
tional) reform communists of 1968 and to proffer their vision of normalization
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asan antidote to the “abnormalcy” of the Prague Spring. In contrast, for the ne
born post-1968 dissidents, forging an identity and offering a script for Ppost-19

would prove much more trying. Part of the problem, at least initially, was “
Czechoslovakia’s post-1968 dissidents were largely a creation of the purge. Thag
is to say, many of these new dissidents were former communists from the 1950§

drawn to reform communism during the 1960s and purged for it i
1970s. Czech-born Oxford historian Z. A. B. Zeman has observed th

that had been built, at least partially, on membership in the Communist Party,
The purge, rather than political conscience, compelled them, as Zeman notes, “to
stand outside of things without actually standing up for anything specific—be.
fore that they had felt themselves to be standing close to political power, but thep
that power disintegrated”? Eva Kanttrkov4, a writer who belonged to this 1968
generation of party-affiliated intelligentsia, has described the swift and traumatic
transformation from a privileged to a persecuted generation that played out after
the invasion.” She and her classmates had enjoyed the rewards that communism
offered, finishing university “in the midfifties [with] our hands...clean, for the
revolutionary terror had taken place at a time when we were still too young to
take part.” They had grown up in a communist state and yet had had the good
fortune to forgo any direct responsibility for Stalinism; consequently, they were
at once critical of the regime and loyal to it, “enjoying all the advantages” that
communism offered them—“whether we realized it or not.”2*

Government officials, however, did realize it, and they fretted over this genera-
tion’s critical impulses, born—they argued—of these very advantages. A 1965 in-
ternal report claimed that Kanttirkov4’s generation was politically handicapped
precisely because it had been spared the most formative experiences of its parents’
generation, especially World War II and the “the consequent class war.” The latter,
argued the report, had been their parents’ “greatest school of life”—although the
report was reserved about what sort of school Stalinism might have been and
what lessons were taught there. Unlike their parents’ generation, Kantfirkova’s
generation had never had to dream of socialism but instead had lived it, the
report explained, and so was more prone to dismiss its achievements and in-
stead focus on problems of “social economics” and “independent thought.”?s
This government report, like others of its kind, seemed uneasy with the post-
war generation and its unwillingness to accept the Party’s political path without
commentary, be it individual or collective. But Kanttirkové and her fellow reform
communists, the driving force behind the Prague Spring, saw themselves not as
a brash antigovernment opposition but as a “loyal opposition,” who “wouldn’t
have dreamed of wishing for-...[the regime’s] downfall.”? They worked within

n the early

at very fey
among his generation, the ‘68ers, voluntarily renounced their positions of power

after the invasion. The purge did this for them, taking away high-powered careerg |

! Joya
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. ework of the Communist Party and its institutions to‘ try to ‘achieve so-
] "ﬁ;n;rith a human face, even as they made it their job to criticize it. .
Seeing themselves as critical insiders rather than any sort of exte.rnal (.)ppcl))si
. the Prague Spring intelligentsia felt not only §hocked b}" the 1nvas10n. u
’ P yed by what followed. Yet because of their earlier stance, it would take time
(ra’

be those who had once made up the loyal opposition to begin to re-form as a
or

] opposition. In May 1969, the political scientist and later dissident Milan
¢ka, wrote, “[T]oday Husék was on television jumping about at a Party
e ) ]

i,

eeting in Vysotany. He is quite clearly a psychopath. He managed to make
f;ements that were strongly reminiscent of the croaks of a troglodyte from the

1950s.... The scum and the dirt rise slowly to the top, imyotent nr'len’and 1d10t§
with complexes shake about on the screen and babble their bullshit. I m amalie‘:
[ was once in the same party with those people.” Bu.t even' as he‘ wrote thls,
Simetka had not left the party. It was a year later, on his fortieth birthday, that
ed him. _
mesﬁ&ﬁ;rgthe Brno-based playwright Milan Uhde later .w.rote about t£e
“mechanisms of ostracization” that had led him, alm(.)st unw1.tt1ngly, down the
path toward dissent. Writing about this in a samizdat ]ournal/ in 1987, Uhde rec—1
called that soon after taking power, General Secretary Husdk hafi .announce.
“that everyone writes their own personnel file and that the”deterr‘mnnrlg fact?r is
not what someone did or said earlier but how he acts now.” Despite his prev1o:ls
affinities for reform communism, Uhde accepted this to l?e the ?ore :)f normal-
ization’s reality: “I was willing to join in on this consensus,” he writes. 1 mcal(.i(; m};
living as a writer. ... I was prepared to keep quiet in the futur(.e about what. Idi n;l
like in the Czechoslovak political system and to try for my hferar.y cr'ea.tlons to ; t
into the framework of the new state cultural politics.” Despite ‘hls willingness, in
1970 he began to hear rumblings that the state cultural agencies were. no lon}i;ecr1
looking favorably upon him and his work. By 1971, a local theater director ha
asked him to sign his work under a pseudonym, and by' 1972., the state thf;a;er
agency had terminated its prior agreement to ‘renew foreign rights coztralcts‘ or
Uhde’s plays. That same year, a prominent writer known to have good re atlo;;s
with the new apparatchiks of Czech culture invited Uhde over.for a Ch?.t.. e
advised Uhde to submit a letter to the Communist Party expressing his willing-
ness to work in literature under the new conditions. Uhde wrote the letter.. The,
same writer next asked him to go speak with the secretariat of the new Writers
Union, where an official was already expecting him. But Uhde never went, e.md as
his official status consequently declined still further, he gradually found h{msfelf
among other blacklisted writers who, having no othef( venue, began tolwrlte tocrl
samizdat publications. Of the process, he concluded, “[I]f they had only treate

me a little bit better, they would have had me.”*®
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But Uhde’s path away from the party and the official sphere of which it wag i
charge was also in part an intellectual journey. Milan Simeéka, in the aftermg '
of his own purging from the party, wrote a series of private letters in which hé
tracked “how those who had shaken off their juvenile belief in Communist uto-
pia and were now shedding the last remnants of Marxist and pseudo-Marxigt
ideology were continuing to mature, both politically and as people in genera]”»
Presumably Milan Simetka included himself in their ranks, This is not to say,
however, that every reform communist turned into a dissident. Former reform
communists tried out and adopted any number of new guises. As one member
of this generation, a former adviser to Party First Secretary Novotny and head of
the Central Committee’s cultural division, wrote in 1971 about his generation’s
post-1968 fallout: “[W]e make up a touching spectrum—from the governing
salons of Prague Castle to employees of the city sewage system, intermittent resj-
dents of prison cells or else involuntary emigrants.”*® He himself had wound up
in the latter category of involuntary emigrants when he left for the West in the af-
termath of the invasion. Still others signed up with normalization and returned
comfortably to “the governing salons of Prague Castle.” Those who began to take
a stand against the new regime or who had been classified by the state as politi-
cal enemies became “intermittent residents of prison cells.” But the majority of
former reform communists got on with their lives, whether they were permitted

to keep their jobs, demoted to lesser positions, or even reduced to “employees of
the city sewage system.”

things for which it is worthwhile to suffer, that the things for which we might
ve to suffer are those which make life worthwhile”) to her son as she was led
_in handcuffs by the secret police in 1981.%! ' .
- Iy linked to this view of the world was the concept of sacrifice. In his
gxi;rs(:flf zlravels through East Central Europe’s opposition circles, tl"in:i(.)th.y
C Ash noted that the philosophies of Véclav Havel and fellow P?llsh’ issi-
- der Adam Michnik shared “the conviction of the value of sacrifice.” Both
del?t lez that, in the words of Michnik, “there are causes worth suffering and
be}'le;efor.”” E}arton Ash sees Christianity’s ethical precepts as feedi1'1gi into this
| tral idea behind political opposition in Poland but, more surpnsmgl'y, also
E hoslovakia after 1968. Again, however, the notion of suffering and dying for
fj;iater good is a deeply Marxist-Leninist idea, one championed by t}.le eafly
ostwar communists, who, Istvdn Rév reminds us., “gave up, betrayed, impris-
oned, then stabbed in the back, executed, and buried each, other over and ox_re}z
again;...slept with each other’s wives, slept with each o.ther s husbands, and wit
the widows of their victims”** Everything was done in the name of the party
and their sacrifices to it and for it. These men (and some women), founders of
postwar communism in East Central Europe, had such a ﬁnel?f ho'ne.d sense of
sacrifice that, as the private confessions of the Stalinist show tl‘li.il v1c.t1ms on‘ the
eve of their hangings pitifully revealed, many continued to believe in the righ-
teousness of their falsified trial and its fatal outcome.* ‘
The purge, if understood for this purpose as a small-sc?le 'versmn of t?e
show trials, also did not necessarily or immediately expel a hfetlrr.le of Marxist
sympathies and Marxist-Leninist catechisms. Because ?f th'ese still deeply ,fe{t
affinities, the last gasps for organized resistance to the 1nva51o.n a}’ld to Hus§ks
assumption of power centered around last-ditch attempts to r'emv1g0rate social-
ism. For example, some of the newly purged former communists createfi a secret
organization called the Czechoslovak Citizens’ Socialist Movement, which o'pe‘r—
ated in Prague and Brno. Brno-based members of the Czechoslovak Socialist
Party in turn formed the Small Action Program of the Cze.choslovak Movement
for Democratic Socialism.** Further oppositional groups 1nclude<? the Revolu-
tionary Socialist Party and the more radical Movement for Revolut.wnary Youth,
headed by the Trotskyite Petr Uhl and disguised as a student futurl.st g‘roup. But
in the winter of 1971 to 1972, these fledgling underground organizations were
swept clean, many of their members arrested, and some 1mpr1sor}ed. %at fol-
lowed was an extended period of malaise and a private but largely 1neffect%ve <.)p—
position to normalization. In June 1973, feeling beaten do’wn by nor'rrllahzatl.o;l1
despite his earlier optimism, Milan Sime&ka confessed, “'It s the passwn?r whic
we have in part voluntarily entered and in part been cast 1n. to; bl-l'[ what is wor.se
for this subjective state is that we have, after careful consideration, voluntarily

Purging Marxism

What many of this generation did continue to share, however, was their way of
seeing. They had grown up in and continued to inhabit a bifurcated world, a
dialectical framework in the spirit of the Marxist philosophy that many had em-
braced with hopefulness in the aftermath of World War II and that they had been
immersed in ever since. And while the Communist Party had disappointed them,
its ideology remained for many a familiar construct through which to see even
their current circumstances. The paradigm of “us versus them” (with the “them”
having been “us” until very recently) was a cross borne, and uneasily abandoned,
by many of the Prague Spring intelligentsia. The former dissident and sociologist
Jitina Siklové has made the point that to remain committed to one’s dissident
principles during the 1970s and 1980s required the sort of certitude and convic-
tion only available when seeing the world as black and white, as a fight between
good and evil. She sheepishly recalls quoting the words of Czech philosopher
and dissident Jan Pato¢ka (“Our people have once more become aware that there
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accepted it as the attitude that best corresponds to the period.” Tt wag pg
until 1976, as a result of the government’s trial against the nonconformist

derground rock band the Plastic People of the Universe that the passivity

Simetka described was finally punctured.

Charter 77

Playwright and philosopher Vaclav Havel attended the trial and reported on it

to his friends. He wrote that it was an event of the kind that at first seemed to be
“nothing out of the ordinary, [but] which suddenly illuminate[d] with an unex-
pected light the time and world in which we live””” What had struck Havel espe-
cially was the absurdity of a regime frightened by a group of long-haired young
men who were doing nothing more than playing music and enjoying themselves,
The Plastics, however, were not quite as innocent as all that. The cacophony of
their musical output, their open admiration of foreign shock bands such as the
Velvet Underground, and their own lyrics suggested more than just some East

European version of the Beach Boys out to have fun. The sound of the music -

and the words sung (or, more often, bellowed) were clearly intended to under-
mine normalization’s message of a quiet life. One short lyric, repeated over and

over, simply asks, “Spring, summer, autumn, winter/ Spring, summer, autumn,

winter/ Whose fault is all this anyway?” (Jaro léto podzim zima: Jaro léto podzim
zima/ ¢i je to vina?). Another song, even more succinct in its message, incorpo-
rates the popular slogan of East European regimes at the time but finishes it off
with a pithy lament: “Peace, peace/ No better than crap paper” (Mir, mir/ jako
hajzlpapir). In Czech, it is a perfect rhyme. '
Czechoslovakia’s most famous dissident movement, Charter 77 (Charta 77),
was born of the Plastics’ trial and the solidarity that it helped provoke among
the otherwise loosely knit groups of people who had been pushed to the pe-
riphery by normalization. On January 6, 1977, Véclav Havel, the writer Ludvik
Vaculik (author of 1968’s Two Thousand Words manifesto), and the actor Pavel
Landovsky (who later played the affable pig-owning farmer in the film version
of Milan Kundera’s Unbearable Lightness of Being) climbed into a car and set off
to deliver the Charter 77 founding proclamation to the Czechoslovak Federal
Assembly. Police authorities, warned ahead of time (as had been expected), in-
tercepted the car and arrested all three. Normalization’s leadership insisted that
the Charter had to be quashed immediately to guarantee “the much needed quiet
necessary to get work done.”?
In the Charter, the country’s postwar political past, present, and future came
together. The name Charter 77 was coined by Pavel Kohout, playwright, former

= ﬂVing ViCtO
Jesperation, .
deSPl mation was cowritten by Véclav Havel and the former Central Committee
procla

" ber Zdenék Mlynét. Like Kohout, Mlynét had been an eager young com:
memist despite his early exposure to Stalinism-in-practice while studying in
mun
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ter of the regime, and now dissident. In his 1969 Diary of a Counterrev-
rte > )

# i j the day of the
E tionary, Kohout confessed to the intense joy he had felt on the day

unist Party takeover in 1948. The sight of party leader, Klement Gottwalfi,
R riously to the crowds had evoked in him the “hope that once, in
I looked for in God and then in Love. The text of the Charter 77

MoSCOW: There, he later recollected, he watched his fellow Soviet students treat
0SCOW.

dka binges as an opportunity to turn the portrait of Stalin to face the wall, turn
VO

key in the lock, and open “the door to several hours during w}.xich du'plic—
fhewazunnecessary and people whose intoxicated tongues became increasingly
ity

gled still managed to make more and more real sense.”® Havel, too young
-~ tan;

in 1948 to have participated in Kohout’s “revolution” ar.ld too wealthy to havte
penefited from party policy that cleared the path for wor‘k}ng-clarss adyanc;zl;;ld,
had proved himself the most immune to po-stwar political emgenaesl.a e
found his way into politics through his work in the theater, later as a playwr fhe
d essayist. When the Charter nominated its first round of spokespersons? :
:;oice was Havel, the elderly philosopher Jan Patocka (who wc?uld soonncifeii
custody following interrogation), and the former Prague Spring gover

minister Jiti Hajek.

Politics versus Antipolitics

The original founders, signatories, and spokespersons of the Q;lartelr. :V:e; I?;
is clear, a motley group who had intentionally ag‘reed to put aside po 1.1c L and
ideological differences and unite their varied voices ur.lder one orgail.mtz}ell‘ one!
umbrella. What made the Charter unique was that Marxist and Ca.th'o ic N 11: o
stood side by side, as did former victims and perpetrator’s of Stahmsm..f u ’
otherwise admirable formation also defined the Charter’s wea.knesses.l or Sl:1C
a varied cast to put its name to one single document, the Charter proc a'rnat1t(;1n
had to be universal and nonspecific, which meant thajc wh.er-l translated 1nt% huz
everyday concerns of ordinary citizens, it was also uninspiring a}?d :/;glz;edm_
the Charter proclaimed that its signatories wox%ld help ensu're that etlined "
slovak government keep its promise of respecting human rights asdou -
the recent Helsinki Accords. Moreover, because tl.le Cha‘rter wante dt'o rz o
active despite the government’s inevitable repressmr% of it, the.foun1 mgd -(iself
ment went out of its way to declare the group a benign force; it declawed i
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for the purposes of survival. On paper, at least, it described itself ag not bei;
against the government or the program of normalization. For the same reasg
the Charter never referred to itself as an organization and insisted that jt Was’:
voluntary, informal, and open association of people of various opinions, fajth,
and professions, joined by their desire to defend civic and human rights here ap
in the world.”*! But the Charter’s efforts to be quasi-legal by squeezing
interstices of the communist state’s domestic and international laws con
to its ineffectuality on the ground.
While in the West what became known as a
which not only Havel but the Hun
loudly,

into e
tributeg

living in a politicized state such as normalized Czechoslovakia opene
up tensions between politics and a policy of antipolitics. Important, too,

that these tensions had a history. The Czech historian Milan Otdhal (himself

a Charter signatory although he has not shied away from critical ass
of the Charter) has pointed out that the debate between politics and antipolj-
tics had begun ten years earlier in the editorial offices of the political-cultura]
journal Tvdf (Countenance), the intellectual must-read of the 1960s,42 It was
on these pages that political scientist Emanuel Mandle
Havel went head-to-head over the issue of politics versus antipolitics. Arguing
very much against the fashion of the times, Mandler rejected the idea of reform-
ing communism because he considered jt unreformable. Instead he called for a
gradual and pragmatic approach to political change, which caused him and his
supporters to be labeled “realists.” By contrast, Havel and his s
called “radicals” because they demanded a broader and more ab

to uncovering the past, to moving forward, and to a
vate and public life,

r and playwright Viclay

upporters were
solute approach
Pplying ethical truth in pri-

In practical terms, the difference between these two approaches can be gleaned
from an article Mandler wrote for the influential university weekly Student in
May 1968, in regard to the question of introducin

g oppositional parties into the
political arena:

If we are realistically to consider other political parties, we must do
s0 based on reality and not fiction. Therefore I reject the statement of
Professor Goldstiicker that an oppositional political party is out of the
question because in Czechoslovakia there no longer exists a class-based
society (what an argument!). But neither can we make do with Havel’s
stand that in a democracy a second party is necessary. Because as of
yet we do not live in a democracy....Havel does not ask how we can
attain democracy, he is interested in what democracy is....A second
political party will come about only when the Communist Party allows

philosophy of antipolitics—aboyg
garian Gyorgy Konrad wrote—was applauded

culated among friends

essments
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X1 itical party i rantee
Moreover, the existence of a second political party is no gua e
- CY, i works in
lt% democracy in and of itself, it can after all be a party that
o . °
conjunction with the Communist Party.

i d'cals
| ]ater, these Prague Spring debates between the realists and the radi:
o1 years ater,

Jere reignited in the Charter.

‘ H 79
'g “Living in Truth
avel y i i twas
‘ Charter went public in January 1977, its foundational documen _
. and acquaintances for signatures. Among .thoseB a}t)h
d were Emanuel Mandler and a fellow 1968 realist, Karel étmdill. tzr,s
. he opportunity to sign because they objected to the Char

d down t : n the Charter’s rela-
jned co h i ue centered on the Char
“4 ler, the main 1ssue
d tone.** For Mandler,
content an

P p is-a-vi i y iti . Ore0Ver,
f1¢ )]IShi With dle llbll.C and itS “elitism” V1S-a-Vv1s Ordlnar CltlZ.enS M : Py
| e i t y ? l | l Cris

'th i Ma] ld|61 nor Sti]ldl believed that a SocC1€ S moral and ethica 1S C()uld
net

ay other than politically. They wanted to see realistic solutions,
wi

be solved in any for example, they advocated

i litical solutions;
ich they understood as being po Lo vy
Whl;? :(}),r the state-sponsored rehabilitation of those whz had be.en mi(?[h -
R invasi rge and trials.* In disagreeing w
i fected by the postinvasion purg . ¢
gﬁusiy flsf:cfntentytone and purpose, Mandler and Stindl argl}lled th;liitl,d ﬁr;t iario
- ’ ’ i i ing their childre
jori iti interested in getting
st, the majority of citizens were A
for'er:r(:ity receiving permission to travel to the Balkans for their holi TZ e
b : . )
Eng’ding a garage for their long-awaited Soviet Bloc-brand car. Few peop
u

Wl]l ng to defe d tlle ab tr act notion o huIIlaIl Il }1t ]. he
were 1 g 1 S n f g S and to lose t
1S,

PII lle €s Of Educatloll’ ].315[.1]:5 aIld :DIISL[II]F tion fGI ilCIIlg 0. AAS tlli }H'Et: ar
g b4

. : r's
Otéhal explains, according to Mandler and Stlndl,.lt v;rislfi; ifaifstzo’ o the
radicalism that would be untenable f.or' the population.

Charter’s political effect would be minimal. . nor was it ignorant
The Charter certainly did not intend to exist in a v.acuqm, inted to the asso-

of these realities. In fact, the Charter docum‘e n specﬁ‘:u}}i P:tl.ie The problem
ciation’s genuine willingness to open up a dlalogu(? wit ts ;Ch dizilogue, And as
was that the regime itself did not wish to eng:age. in any k- B, g b
1 as the Charter could not demonstrate .51gn1ﬁcant éuPP 1), the re-
l?n? hich, unlike the Solidarity movement in Poland, it never cou . ,d o

glfmzv did ;10t have to contemplate seriou§1y any such e;(cha:j; B;: uemfy and

comnet by the regimes rejilaion . itsr?slcl)\rr:db::;rcets?(r)ln ;eainstgits signatories,
i ce of the state-spo o ..

:kll(lsz:lzf’ii 1::)3;;: io reinvigorate its collective identity. It found this identity in
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the writings of philosopher Jan Patocka, a founding member of the Charter an

leading phenomenologist, who reconceived of the decision to sign the Charter ¢
constituting a moral act. Following Patoc¢ka’s tragic death instigated by a series of
interrogations by the state security police, Havel took up the gauntlet and elabg.

rated on Patoc¢ka’s ideas in his famous essay “The Power of the Powerless”

In this essay Havel familiarized readers with the story of a greengrocer under
normalization who places a political banner in his shop window, a banner thag
in all likelihood he received with his usual shipment of carrots and potatoes,
By complying with the official request to display this meaningless banner ang
by never paying attention to the words on the banner—“Workers of the World
Unite!”—that he exhibits so unquestioningly, the greengrocer continues to “live
within the lie.” To live within the lie was to go through the motions of a ritual-
ized and banal everyday existence under late communism without ever pierc-
ing its veneer. Thus, by extension, to live in truth—to live authentically—would
mean to free oneself of the daily rituals that the majority of citizens had long
since absorbed. Of these insidious rituals incorporated into the everyday lives of
ordinary citizens, Havel wrote, “[By consenting to them, he [the greengrocer]
himself enters the game, he becomes one of its players, he makes it possible for
the game to continue being played, for it basically to continue, simply to exist.”#
This was another way of saying that everyone was culpable.

Through this antigreengrocer manifesto, as brilliant an exposé of normaliza-
tion as it was, the elitism of which Mandler had accused the Chartists was
seemingly confirmed. Havel’s greengrocer would seem to be a typical person,
the ordinary citizen in 1970s Czechoslovakia, and rather than appealing to him,
Havel held him up to a measure of unrealistic ideal behavior that few citizens
could afford to pursue. Overcome by his own interest in politics as philosophy,
Havel called for an existential revolution of which the Charter would presumably
be the fulcrum. Heavily influenced not only by Patocka, a student of Husserl, but
also by Heidegger, living in truth reflects a similar search for authenticity in the
face of the modern world, of which Havel considered normalization, understood

by him as post-totalitarianism, to be one of the extreme manifestations. Unlike
Heidegger’s disgraceful embrace of Nazism, the authenticity of living in truth
would lead one not into the arms of an ideological totality but away from it.

Living in truth must also have been in some measure a conscious response
to the state-endorsed quiet life. Earlier, in his 1975 open letter to General Secre-
tary Husdk (“Dear Dr. Husdk”), Havel had written: “The entire political practice
of the present regime...confirms that those concepts which were always cru-
cial for its program—order, calm, consolidation, ‘guiding the nation out of its
crisis, ‘halting disruption, ‘assuaging hot tempers, and so on—have finally ac-
quired the same lethal meaning that they have for every regime committed to
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entropy..-- 1rue enough, the country is calm. Calm as a morgue or a grave; would

' ” i i i ilence of the mortua
ou not say? 46 The almost primal desire to pierce the silenc ry

and in so doing bring the public out of its moral turpitude is ce.nt.ral t.o the green-

ocer essay. Nevertheless, the conflation of the Charter and 11v1n.g in tI‘L.l'[h (for
the implication, whether intended or not, was that the. C?har‘ter 51gr'1ator1e's, -
Jike the greengrocer, had decided to free themselves of living in the lie by signing
on to this singular petition) became particularly troublesome for son?e‘. Mandler
and others argued that the presumption here, shared by o‘rdmary citizens, was
that the dissidents had not consented to normalization while evc?ry-one else had.
And although ordinary citizens might well be accused l:fy the dissidents of not
living in truth, these same citizens were not exactly convinced that truth was on
the side of the dissidents either.

Mandler’s Realism

Among the Charter’s ranks were not only former communists active c.luring th.e
Stalinist 1950s but also reform communists who had failed the public wher'l it
counted most. It had been a Federal Assembly filled with reform commum?ts
who ratified, with an overwhelming 94 percent of the vote, the decisi01‘1 for Sovlle'tt
occupying troops to remain “indefinitely” in Czechoslovakia. “Disoriented citi-
zens” had watched in dismay as Dubcek and his fellow reformists had handed
over power to hard-line normalizers. The result was that when Husék proceeded
to “deliver on a large part of his promises,” particularly consumerist ones, and to
pacify the Slovaks by creating a federalized state, normalization was not Iou'dly
and categorically rejected, even if for no other reason than that the alterI'la‘tlves
looked decidedly slim. As the political situation normalized, ordinary citizens
took up Husdk’s offer of the quiet life. Mandler wondered, “Ho.w can one be
angry with the average, ordinary citizen...when the representatives of the re-
form movement left him in the lurch.>#

Mandler further objected that as a result of this emphasis on antipolitics a.nd
living in truth, all social actions, including the political, were seen by 'the Chartists
as originating in philosophy. The political was depoliticized, and ph{losophy and
politics became interchangeable. At the same time, however, both phlloso?hy and
politics remained in the shadow of Marxism. For evidence, Mandler pointed to
Patotka’s seminal essay “What Can We Expect from Charter 772" in which Pato¢ka
wrote that the Charter “will bring into our lives a new orientation of ideas, which
does not stand in contrast to a socialist orientation, which until now had such an
exclusive monopoly...an orientation based on human rights, on moral elfaments
in political life and in private [life].”® Coming at it from a somewhat different
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angle, Havel also felt that parliamentary democracies were not necessaril
made antidote to the pervasive existential crisis of both East and West.

But Mandler’s most persuasive criticism was also the most personal: that the
dismissal of political analysis in favor of philosophy, even if well meant, was con-
venient for many within the dissident ranks. For those born of the communigt
era and reluctant to renounce its ideology, even after the party had renounceq
them, the Charter’s emphasis on antipolitics provided “an unexpected possibil-
ity to be contemporary dissidents and at the same time to preserve from thejr
communist pasts a basic distaste for parliamentary, bourgeois democracy”s! Jg -
was an inflammatory accusation that was not easily forgotten or ignored. Nor
were such doubts exclusive to Mandler; other signatories also worried about the
efficacy of antipolitics. In 1978, only a year after the Charter’s creation, one of its
key signatories, the mathematician and philosopher Véclav Benda, responded to

the growing unease by conceiving of a “parallel polis.”

Benda’s “Parallel Polis”

The parallel polis was to be a way for signatories and nonsignatories alike to create
a parallel culture, a “second culture,” that would function independently along-
side the official world of normalization. It would nurture important elements of
citizenship (education, creative independence, innovation, charity, economic ini-
tiative) that were either absent or censored in official culture. The motivation be-
hind the parallel polis, according to the dissident and fellow philosopher Martin
Palous, was to reconcile a certain identity crisis that had appeared soon after the
élan of the first year of the Charter’s founding when signatories realized that there
would be no dialogue with the regime even though this was one of the Char-
ter’s two main goals.2 The difference in intent between Benda’s parallel polis and
Patotka’s and Havel’s antipolitics became a central point of difference in all future
debates among the signatories. As witnessed by Palous, “the never fully resolved
conflict between Patocka’s stand—defining itself in contrast to the political sphere,
empbhasizing the significance of morals for the functioning of human society, the
significance of political de-regularization...—and Benda’s positive program for a
parallel polis, which through its basic existence imagines a political space, trailed
the Charter during the whole of its existence”s* The traditional point of depar-
ture, however, continued to be Havel’s antipolitics; the concept of a parallel polis
never found a wider audience beyond the rarefied world of dissent and, without a
large number of participants, was nearly impossible to implement.
Moreover, the question arose of what exactly to implement; as Aviezer Tucker
points out, ultimately “Benda’s characterizations of parallel political structures

Yy aready-
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vague.” Eventually, most dissidents agreed that the parallel polis could
7 re .

i tically develop only in the spheres of art and literature. But if so, then this
alis

hardly an innovation, for samizdat publishing was already thriving, and

We cultural underground’s reigning philosophy, of which the Pla}stic People of
,the Universe were an important part, had always been to live as if gow.fernment
) ssion and Communist Party ideological domination did not exist. If the
Iepzlel olis beyond arts and literature was ever realized anywhere, it was not
?arCZec}f)odovakia but in neighboring Poland and Hungary, where pockets of
i“;dependent political, cultural, and economic endeavor developed, often quite

during late communism.

suc;fjilcl)l?il;logistgGﬂ Eyal, returning to the idea of sacrifice, argues that Be’nda’s

goal went further; that in fact the parallel polis was inte'nded to help Benda’s fe%—

Jow dissidents escape “the isolation of sacrifice” on WhI‘Ch they had staked their

claim.® Havel and others, Eyal points out, rejected th.e idea of a.separate sphefre

of “dissidents,” a professionalization of protest, and ms.tead 1n51ste-d 'tﬁat a dls.—

sident was anyone—doctor, poet, worker—who was taking responsibility for ‘hlS

actions (as the greengrocer failed to do). But who was to say whether taking
responsibility for one’s actions had any effect? “Too mamy C”zechs (and reform

communists),” writes Eyal, “could have laid claim to this ideal.” Yet clearly not e'V—

eryone was a dissident (even as Havel bristled at the term). Some f:)rm 'of special
behavior had to be defined, and “their solution was a very old one tf) 1ntro‘:i.uce
the notion of a “willingness to sacrifice,” which had already been 1nJectef:1 into
dissident discourse” by Jan Pato¢ka.®® What emerged from this was the link be-
tween dissidents and moral authority—in Eyal’s words, the)f w.ere understood
to be special because they possessed “pastoral power.” But within a Y.ear of the
Charter’s founding, it had become clear that sacrifice was too precarious a no-
tion upon which to stake their claim for pastoral power. Although the party }.1ad
lashed out at the Charter at its inception, the regime soon learnefi that lo.ckmg
up the signatories merely increased their claim to sacrifice, arlld 0 1nstea,<,i;71n t.he
words of Benda, they used the silent “acts of strangulation in the dark”™” With
the dissidents’ sacrifices thereby seeming less sacrificial, pastoral pow'er, to have
any validity, had to be moved out into the open, into the more public space of
the parallel polis.

Rezek’s “Living in Conflict”

Both Benda, who attempted to improve on Havel’s concept of living in trut'h,
and Mandler, the naysayer of the concept, sought to rethink the relatlolnshlp
between the individual and the state and so concretize the meaning of dissent.
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But in the literature on these debates, Petr Rezek is seldom if ever mentiong,
Rezek, a well-reputed Czech philosopher himself, although largely unkngyy,
abroad, also took issue with much of Havel’s political philosophy. Although '-
never signed the Charter, and despite his frequent polemics with Havel, he yac
taken seriously as both a dissident and a philosopher (he had also been a
pupil of Patocka). In a 1987 article titled “The Life of the Dissidents as a ‘Life
Truth’?,” first published in a samizdat issue of the journal Stfedni Evropa (Ce
tral Europe), Rezek criticized the Charter but, unlike other critics, he offered an
alternative vision of dissent: in his version, the aim was not to live in truth byg
to “live in conflict 58
Rezek began by pointing out that living in truth did not in fact make any
sense. Did it mean never to lie? And if so, did it mean that someone with a child-
like inability to lie lived in truth?. For Rezek, a willingness to search for truth,
on the other hand, did make sense. Since searching for truth in any country of
the Eastern Bloc automatically brought on danger, then in order to search for
truth, one must be willing to be in conflict with power.” This was real dissent,
and it was innately political. The advantage to the approach that Rezek outlined
was twofold. First, it meant that not everyone who chose not to live in conflict
was automatically, by definition, relegated to live a lie. Second, living in conflict
introduced a political aspect to dissident activity rather than merely produc-
ing a political result from an antipolitical approach (which is where this tension
between politics and antipolitics within the Charter always arose).% At the same
time, Rezek’s life-in-conflict approach did not assume that the outcome had to
include suffering (to come into conflict with power might also be fun, he sug-
gested) or that it had to be political in nature (there was no rule on what that

conflict had to be about); but the assumption was that this struggle would play
out in public life.5

differently in two different spheres, the ‘official public’ and Fhe ‘hidc.len in-
F »»63 The problem, observes Yurchak, is that all these theories <.:on/t1nue to
ol Jate socialism in terms of binaries—perhaps not the ready chchef of .the:
E but instead a new set of false presumptions about “‘truth’ and fa151.ty,
.W?’lr d ‘mask; ‘revealing’ and ‘dissimulating.”* Yurchak, an anthropologist,
- fYt atrlllat langl’lage and performance are much more corrllplex and were dou-
. late socialism, and that understanding “ritualized acts and speech
- durlsI':igtutive of the person is different from the view of these acts as divided
¥ Corl;ask (acting ‘as if’) and reality, truth and lie.”* Here Y.ur?hak ech(?es
B . ho sees the citizen of late communist Czechoslovakia as 1nt1mateIY. tied
:\::,e:esl;sr;m within which he or she can still act out.without laying claim to either
* ¢ruth or lies, both of which have been made meaningless anyway.

stejskal’s Resignation

" Faced with the inflexibility, or the perceived inﬂ-exi‘bility, of living in t;lthf,rmosf
citizens resigned themselves to maneuvering within the more mall.ea e @e_
work of official normalization instead. Havel had summed tlp this very re}sllgd
nation in his portrayal of the greengrocer, except that Havel’s gr?engrolcer a
seemed to lack self-knowledge. More to the point was a c'haracter in the aj;c/I e}?l—
sode of the previously discussed television serial, The Thirty Adlh/ent.uresdo.f .a]:r
Zeman. The setting for this last episode is 1975: t}Te Prague Sprmg is fading in (01
memory, and normalization has taken root. Major ‘Zeman, police ofﬁljelr ;,il :
protagonist, speaks for the last time with his depart.mg colleague, Stejskal. . et
jskal had once saved Zeman’s life but had joined with the 'reforrr.l ‘commuan. s
in 1968 and, unwilling to recant, is being removed from hls.pos1t‘1on. On this,
his last day at work, he summarizes to Zeman his future relationship to the cuirl;
rent ruling elite (to which his former friend and partner, Zeman, once aga

|
RezeK’s principal aim was to ensure that what was key was not conscience and

a fixed set of values but a willingness, because engaging in conflict with power
without the willingness to do it was mere victimhood, as opposed to dissent.
Rezek seemed to imply, correctly, that some dissidents were in fact victims of
power (had had the role of dissident thrust upon them) rather than genuine dis-
senters. Viewing dissent as the willingness to live in conflict allowed for someone
who did not have this will—who was content to live a comfortable and quiet
life—to one day be moved to disturb that very same peace in order to preserve
it.”2 As Rezek seemed to suggest, living in conflict would have offered a more
fluid and inclusive approach to normalization’s power hold and ultimately also a
better-defined alternative to the rigidity of living in truth.

Alexei Yurchak has compared Havel’s notion of living in truth to a similar.
formulation for late Soviet society wherein the citizen “was a dissimulator who

belongs):

[StesskaL]: I will have to [deal with you guys] since }:ou’re in power.
But I warn you that I don’t know of anything, I don’t 'want to know
about anything, and I want nothing to do with an’ythmg. I am now
an ordinary, stupid gas pump attendant who doesn’t read tl.le pal?ers,
who swears at the television and at football, and otherw15f: thinks
only about tips, girls and beer. So what’s your problem with that,

?
[ZE;T:STI;C; God’s sake, Mirek, this can’t now be your lifestyle! What

have you come to?%
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The answer to Zeman’s question is clear. Mirek Stejskal has come to 4
sion, one shared by other Czechoslovak citizens, But Stejskal’s summ
“what is to be done” (to borrow from Lenin’s famous tract) was not bro
these very same citizens. This concluding script, in which Stejskal confes
“normalization strategy,” was shelved and never filmed. In its place,

congly,
ation of
adcast (Q
S€S to hj

declared policy of resignation had probably hit too close to home.

The Televised Anti-Charter Rally

What was broadcast on television, however, was the conflict between Charter 77

and the government. Upon first hearing of Charter 77, Ideology Secretary Vasi]

Bil'ak cautioned his colleagues that tens of thousands, and perhaps even hup.

dreds of thousands, would sign their names to the document. In fact, fewer -

than two thousand Czech and Slovak citizens signed the Charter from its
founding in 1977 until the end of communist rule in 1989. Nevertheless, the
party responded as if Bil’ak’s estimates had been correct, and it retaliated with
the largest political spectacle to take place during normalization—the Antj-
Charter Rally.

The campaign against Charter 77 began the moment that Havel, Vaculik, and
Landovsky were intercepted on their way to the Federal Assembly to deliver the
group’s proclamation. A widely publicized article appeared immediately in the
party daily, Rudé prdvo, and was later reprinted in large numbers like The Les-
son. It was provocatively although rather abstractly titled “The Losers and the
Pretenders” (Ztroskotanci a samozvanci). Citizens were rallied to come out in
support of this statement against the dissidents, and the leadership congratu-
lated itself over the turnout at a Presidium meeting shortly afterward, where they
described the public response to the government’s official statement on the dis-
sidents as positive: “Throughout the whole of the republic a great wave of protest
arose from our citizens aimed at the unfriendly approach of the signatories of
Charter 776 There was little that was voluntary and spontaneous about this
great wave of protest, however, especially since few of the protesters in fact knew
what or whom they were protesting. The article in Rudé pravo had been inten-
tionally oblique, not wishing to stir up unnecessary interest in the new dissident
association, and so it merely alluded to antigovernment gestures perpetrated by
enemies-from within. At the same time, the party waged a private and more di-
rect war against the Chartists themselves—removing signatories from their jobs

and confiscating their telephone lines, driver’s licenses, and car registrations.
Interrogations were commonplace.

an altogeth,
benign last episode of The Thirty Adventures of Major Zeman was aired. Stejskal’s
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_ . 1v the media portrayed the signatories as petulant children of wefaltllixy
. £ touch with the common man, paid agents of Western capita ?t
. (()i iive participants in decadent and unseemly lifestyles. One peri-
. ? ; as to publish nude photographs of Ludvik Vaculik, coTlﬁ.scated,
e ftre during a house search, in order to demonstrate the dissidents
E- Secret"s;livs aper and magazine headlines proclaimed, “They are .Led by
augl et?;d > “eTheI;"]l Even Join Hands with the Devil,” and “Flitists, Signato-
Class Hatred,

| d Weekend Cottagers.””® Television came to play a large part in denllg;l;
- atrllle Charter and its signatories. Each evening in the month of January
1z ing

3 e te. sion screen fiued Wltll declalatlons aIld d()CudI'aInaS COndemnlIlg the
2 ICV 1
:a[ss dentS. teleVISIOIl Illgllﬂy news soon beCallle too ShOrt to aCCOIn.][l()da[e
y 1 I lle

4l the anti-Charter broadcasting and was temporarily expanded.” But the great-
B e anti-

est teleVISl()ll eVeIlt was yet to come.
O l uar y 28, 19; ; ,ina 11‘/6 televlsed broadcaSt, the nation's Celebrltles and
n jan

i s gi ional Theater on the banks
opular culture icons filed into Prague's gilded Nat1on:.1 . on the banke
Pf fh Vltava River for what would be known as the Anti-Charter Rally. :
E isi swept across the arena, cata-
d the theater, television cameras i
- inki d women to normalization
i i clearly linking these men and w o
e — hed display, the nation’s
i In a shrewdly choreographe play, .
in the most public manner. : A )
i ities were trotted out in oppositio
entertainers and celebri : e i
— t present—Iike
i the proceedings—absent ye
sidents, who hovered over ; . pesent ke e ey
i comedians, and writers who g
departed. Actors, entertainers, e o
ti I:1e to work within the official structures of normalization now V\{ere e
L i ic. The regime pitte
: fore the public. The reg
he government’s interests be : :
B et i inst the blacklisted, and in
i i fficial, the sanctioned agains
the official against the uno G ‘ e Dlackdistes e
i lleagues against one another. .
many cases, friends or former co 40 ance !
the-zZnti—Charter Rally was this visual aspect—linking the famous and
i less regime.
faces to the infamous and face . . y -
Some of the participants sat sheepishly in their theater seats, v}1131b1y em. .
i icipati t another meaning-
hers saw their participation as ye .
rassed by the spectacle. Ot o ol
i ed it. Certainly
d a regime that fiercely deman
less gesture of loyalty towar: R o
i ies that would take place regionally a :
smaller anti-Charter rallies t ] r i o
er the next few weeks—organized by the secretariats of local artists umoall p
ov ¥ . . 4 e
were viewed by many as just that, a necessary evil. Singer Eva Pilarova rec E
i en
her participation in one such rally after the head of the official concertdag1 ‘ :f,
i « i eclara-
Pragokoncert, called everyone together and explained, “You will p1:l;i)alre”72 oo
: : i ing publicly.

i that you are permitted to sing p .
tions about how grateful you are ; i e
Pilarov4 begged off, explaining she had no experience writing such decli . «Ami
he told her, “Fine, so you'll read out the statement.” As she later refcua1 teh a,t o
so I read out the statement. What should I have done? I was grate y
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The beleaguered Jan Werich at the Anti-Charter Rally,

read, “Today on the 28th of January, renowned representatives of the Czechoslovak
cultural front gathered at Prague’s National Theater to proclaim their firm resolve to actively
contribute to the socialist development of our society through new creative works. At the
gathering are National Artist, actor Jan Werich, and his daughter Jana (on the right) in the
audience of the theater.” (Czechoslovak Press Agency; photographed by Jifi Karas)

28 January 1977. The official caption

were again letting me go abroad for concerts. Not everyone can be a resister.””?
But while participation in the regional anti-Charter gatherings and rallies per-
haps could be shrugged off, this larger televised and voraciously photographed
affair could not. The regime was unsparing: the old and beleaguered Jan Werich,
half of the Werich and Voskovec comedy duo of the 1930s and 1940s who un-
dermined the Nazi occupation through humor, believed his participation would

remain low key. But the television cameras and the next day

s newsprint singled
him out.

The Anti-Charter Rally was led by committed communists assembled on
stage. Among them was the actress Jifina §vorcové, head of the now normalized
Czech Theater Artists’ Union, who stood at the podium and read out loud the
gathering’s declaration of censure against the Charter 77 signatories, which was
10 less oblique than the earlier article in Rudé pravo: “Thus we will hold in con-
tempt those who irresponsibly write high-handed conceits out of self-interest,
or who for lowly financial gain...choose to extricate themselves and isolate
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Actress Jifina Svorcova readi out the proc on a he Anti- harte Ral

3 g 1l lamat tt 1ti-Chart ly o ()Ze(:‘ !
I ts in the \lavtlo al Theater ir P ague, 28 Janual y 19 - (CZ chosl vak g ’
artis 77 echoslo! Press Agenc

photographed by Zuzana Humpalova)

f
from their own people—and even among us here '51.1ch a group (?
:)};e;:::issts and traitors has been found.””* As a ﬁnaI?, the partlcf‘:r:; (llif:;};?;
theater seats and lined up to signa docurner.lt (the An'fl—ngtl:It\eI:r;Arrlcreative rrood
to be “their” Charter) that promised, as its title proclaimed, "Ne
i Name of Socialism and Peace” N
E t”i"l;e signatories of the Anti-Charter were b.y no mean: ailof;:};:i?;,:lzl; rzs
porters of the regime, but they nevertheless signed despite e
that it was quite possible to avoid doing s0.” A w.eek late;, ezn o vordng e
field of popular music met at the Theater of Music to perfo e ety Ko
f the same. Here it was the Czech crooner and East B.lo‘c il ercebl. snnet
(C)}ott who addressed the participants and urged jchem to join tl_le i\: ° ;tcenSive -
against the dissidents.”® The potency of the Ant1—CharteT‘ \-Nas 1tn extensve
of V.I.Ps. Ultimately it did not matter whether t}-1e partlcq;::n s :Zorked phustas”
tic; it mattered only that they were there. The Antl—Ch:arter tidy o
it was played out on the television screen an('1 because its particip
sion celebrities with whom the public identified.
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The Forty Signatories

That the public did not by and large identify with the Charter, .
even its own signatories increasingly did not, came to the forefront in 1987, 4
ing the tenth anniversary of its founding. In recognition of thi

s milestone
to have survived a decade despite the punitive intervention of

the state wag |5

datory) but also of the significant changes that were afoot with the ascent of

Mikhail Gorbachev in the Soviet Union, the Charter’s leadership issued two

documents, They were intended to redefine, or at least redirect, the Charteps

future. One was addressed to the country’s cit

spokespersons at the time,
these documents did not

Charter 77 was remaining loyal to its original conception, he explained, but at

the same time “the conditions here have changed and there are far more people
now who take part in independent activities or even those who combine work in
the [official] structures with independent activities as well 7 The Charter was
hoping to address this significant shift.

Thefirstdocument,“A Word to Our Fellow Citizens,” called on Czechoslovakia’s
citizens to live in truth in the most straightforward manner possible: “One fre-
quently hears the question—What to do?’. .- Tomorrow immediately we can all
start saying the truth. Not only at home, but in the workplace, during social
gatherings, at a variety of meetings””® Reminding ordinary citizens that they
were the “us” of “us versus them,” the document pointed to commonly heard
grievances: “[The Party elite] have their own special advantages, special suppli-
ers, special services, special health care, special and secret salaries....We do not
want to provoke envy or jealousy, for these are not good impulses on the path
toward democracy. We mention it so as to emphasize how deeply many leading
officials have distanced themselves from ordinary citizens.”” But the Charter was
feeling equally uneasy about its relationship with ordinary citizens. In April and

May of the same year, it attempted to gauge this relationship by conducting a poll
about the public’s knowledge of Charter 77 and its activities,

Four hundred and nine evaluations filled out by Charter signatories and other
activists were collected, and the results were not ins
emerged from the survey: “People have very little knowledge about the activi-
ties of Charter 77 and other dissidents; most Charter 77 signatories are isolated
from Charter activities; and many people believe that Charter 77 should concen-
trate more on its originally declared aim—the defense of human rights—and
less on political goals.”s Thus, not only did many, if not most, signatories feel
isolated from the Charter core in Prague, but the persistent question of whether

piring. Three major points

Charter

gnatori

izens as a whole and the other t
the Charter’s signatories. Literary critic Josef Vohryzek, one of the three Charter
in an interview in the underground press insisted that
suggest some sort of radical coup within the Charter,

09
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. v o
should function as a political or a nonpolitical association was
o Charter
. eing resolved. ' ‘ _
. b ulagrly worrying aspect of the spring 1987 findings was .that \U i
: Par::cd hoped to gauge the opinion of approximately 1,000 mgnatogess )
m
i Ca echoslovakia, only 133 had bothered to respond to the AurFey; " 4
. i the low response was also due to an increasin;
es had emigrated, but the e i
i ignatories from the Prague-cen
alienation among most signa : : :
3 O}f‘ was especially the case among the younger generation, and it becam
is

core. T

thes]lbe tOf ' S n 181r1 by h Ch
C 1he()|l|e[ mMajor ( ocument 1s. lle(la (‘(l |['|)| |e(| the arter on
‘!ts ten II allIllVEIsal y; A Letter to t]:le Slgllat()I 1€S ()f Chal ter ; ; . In lt, t}le C}lal ter
(l ||la y y P n 1
t 1t was tlle aSS()Clath!lS ver dlveISIt ()l opinion lllal de“ e(l t |)eS|
argue

is diversity, in combination with an intentional lack of a clearly ﬁ'arr'leii’
A hyll llowed the Charter to rely merely on the “moral quality
POIiﬁcal D tes. 4 Letges i ies” went on to explain that conces-
its sionatories. “A Letter to the Signatories™ w conces-
- Sli?eanow being made to the growing number of second-g}e;ne(r:;’tlotnrsis
B i increased political stand from the Charter. s
k. “‘Ihoffv(\)]:etg:rgr:‘cl;gv:;:lr:lcpartiall}Ij reorganize by adding a “collective
P:I é}(iafl:'illfs sepoke;persons (as opposed to the usual numbe; of thlrlee whcoh;/vriz
| i ore of the Charter) as well as a
. fror}rll' tie :ltive:n%cegsz:':ilc?rrllsa:r:geiscsues would be collect.ively debated.®
Forllim': a:(t>V\I’n:l(r:lyrthese concessions were insufficient and vague, a(r:f came n:
1 ; -i ing resentment felt toward the Charter core.
k. tot;dddrie:s;ﬁrglttl}elz ‘:,’Z:el?::; Sé;irrtists who joined together 'to compose a
Anll)(l)'ligan; bitiig, response to “A Letter to the Signatories.” In thelr.rat};:rLa\;\;l;
» dll : titled “A Letter from Forty Signatories of Charter 77 regardmgh atie
r;a:heysignatories of Charter 77,” they intro'du.ced, t‘}‘lems.elves a'sovl:ii}:;:c’ ; ‘Z (;)er:liy
nal Charter letter had described as the association’s pi;swe EZ: ther;l o
offended by the label, they explained that tl.ley and others ke e B e
written off as passive simply because they did not have a x’,vfymous ot e
unable to wield a pen to the same effect as some' of Charter’s fa nous wrikers ane
thus were without a voice. This, they argued, did not‘b.y a;lly trfr st
as passive. In fact, so incensed had they been by the original le 1eled e
tions that, despite their lack of writing talent, they felt compe
peri;'ri m:rll( ;E?g:;;eli;g}rlﬁ,z?:}:y wrote that “A Letter to the Signator(iie:”
had e;plfined that as the Charter core aged, the leadership .I;z;rtlil(c)sn V:;l;lldt 1rlliesegenc:
be replenished with a younger generation but that co@mum o e
eration seemed awkward at best. The Charter was seeking a so S
newly created Club of Charter spokespersons. But the forty .Stlgi’)lf A
that this would not change the basic problem, as they saw it,
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Brno Charter core that intentionally seemed to exclude other lesser signatorieg,
The original letter sent out to Charter members had argued that this Pragye.
based core had become the decision-making center out of default rather thap
intention, a habit that turned into custom. But the forty signatories saw some.

thing far more intentional behind this “accidental” power structure:

But didn’t it by any chance take place differently...that this “active core?
was formed rather willfully? Did not this “active core” take for itself all the
important work (and, admittedly, also the bothersome and often unwel-
come work) with such ferocity that it became sort of “self-sufficient?
and as a result of that, there appeared this “passive majority” around
it? Were initiatives “from below,” offers from the ranks of this so-called
passive majority to partake of activities—most of all from the ranks of
the young and the younger generation—really given the proper atten-

tion they deserved? And were their offers for co-participation and co-
responsibility really fully accepted?*?

Because of the way in which this younger generation had been rejected and ex-
cluded, explained the forty signatories, they were now far more likely to meet
with one another informally. Moreover, these meetings were based less on their
identity as Charter signatories than on the special interests they shared or the
locales where they lived.® The forty signatories, who claimed to be useless with
the pen, ended on a most devastating note: “Charter 77 has gained a huge respect
and influence internationally, but its position among our own young generation
does not respond to this same respect and influence”*

Indeed, the Western media’s attraction to Charter 77 had much to do with
their fascination with these core intellectuals, against whom younger signatories
now seemed to be rebelling.* The antipolitics approach of the Charter, by being
philosophical rather than political, permitted a wider context of operation—not
just within Czechoslovakia, it would seem, but across its borders and beyond the
Iron Curtain. Like passive resistance, antipolitics could be applied elsewhere. In
some ways, Havel staked his claim in political philosophy based on the recogni-
tion that what he had to say about the human condition in late communism was
just as relevant in any postmodern, consumer-oriented society—that, on some

level, Western societies were just as troublingly post-totalitarian as was Czecho-
slovakia’s normalization. '

Unanswered Questions

As the fissures within the Charter began to show, Havel, too, expressed his
doubts about the dissident script for normalization. In an essay titled “About the
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.o of Charter 77, he continued to defend the original ethical grounding

eanmfsociation but also allowed that its resonance within society had praven.
, fthe;avel conceded that “even society does not in any obvious way identify
J th [the Charter]: the number of signatories does not rise,...no public expres—
Mf'l of sympathy for it exist; it seems, if anything, that people stz.md to t}.le s.nc,l,e,
slonsthe fear having anything to do with it, maybe even have no interest in it.”*’
s:\t;el w}cr)uld continue to speak of ordinary citize.ns’ fear during late c.omrflunis}rln
s standing in the way of their political opposition, but .he.re, even if brleﬂy,‘ e
E. wledged that maybe they “have no interest in it.” Dissident tracts, of which
ackn(l)’s are the best known and certainly among the most sophisticated, were
g:::ly unwilling to tackle the two questions that remz'iine’:d ess.ential ford fnost at(—l
izens: why should the dissidents be trusted as the nathT‘l s ethical guar 1;-1nsi.ef1n?
what, in the aftermath of 1968, was wrong with the feglme—endorsed quiet lifef
To Havel and others, the answers seemed self-evident; but not necessarily to
those outside of dissent. Czech sociologist Ivo MoZny has arg‘;ued' that b).l 'the
1970s most political dissidents were viewed by the genera.l public with suspicion
and that this was an attitude not entirely unjustified: “First off, on}e coul_d- ﬁnaci
among them too many who had participated in the breakup of one’s tra1d1t1oz1
world at the beginning of the 1950s. And then, once a per.so'n had sort of put the
remnants of his life back together, even more of them again in 1968 who through
yet a new experiment—transparently motivated first and foremost b}'f abad con-
science from the earlier experiment—destroyed his daily everyday e)nster%ce: al)}i
did so in the name of improving on ideals that had already prove(% unreliable. '
This stumbling block, the question of personal pasts intimately tied to th'e exi-
gencies of the nation’s recent political history, was never addressed sufficiently.
Had it been, living in truth might have made more sense.
Furthermore, the quiet life, as the following chapters will show, wa.s about
much more than consumerism, which in turn made it both more allurmg. ar-1d
insidious. The regime connected the quiet life to new notions about socialist
“self-realization” and what I call “privatized citizenship.” Husdk’s g?vefn'ment
recognized that television would be the most effective purf/eyor for this vision oj
post-1968 communism that had been inadvertently unvellec'l at the 1970 Worl
Exposition in Japan. Television thus became the golden‘ chariot that the norme;ll—
izers hoped to harness. They had watched helplessly as it had careened across the
political landscape during the Prague Spring, causing both mayhem and awe, re—1
vealing a versatility they had not suspected, and now they wanted to take contro
of its reins and use it to take them to the finish line.



