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      To Josef Škvorecký, author of The Cowards.
With great respect.

    

    
        

      
        Across
        
         the ponds the forest started to murmur, and as the shadow of the summer clouds amply fills the hollow with its little town, and then moves up the opposite slope, before halting for a long time beneath Kaňúr on the Slovak border – seemingly motionless due to the great distance – I have a premonition that suddenly everything will change: without us, simply due to its nature, or due to the Earth’s regular rotation.
      

      Ludvík Vaculík, July 19821

        

      
        The theory of knowledge is a dimension of political theory because the specifically symbolic power to improve the principles of the construction of reality – in particular, social reality – is a major dimension of political power.
      

      Pierre Bourdieu 

        

      

      
        
          1Transl. by Gerald Turner.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        Preface to the third edition
      

      As I introduce this booklet to the reader for the third time, I cannot help but notice how dramatically the times are a-changing. The entire political landscape has changed from when I wrote my essay twenty years ago. Where are the old foreign travel permits2, where is the hope I had that in spring I would manage to get my hands on a bicycle and that fridges might be available in the run up to Christmas? Where is the capitalism described by the Communist Party newspaper Rudé právo that we were destined not only to catch up with but to overtake, where are the women fighting for peace?! What’s more, the priorities of the age are different. Who back then had heard of energy dependency, the global war on terrorism, the ominously rising sovereign debt and the creeping distaste for parliamentary democracy…? The readers themselves have changed. They no longer have to wait in an endless queue for an apartment, though they now are burdened by a mortgage. They buy a car before they’ve even had their first child, and no longer send their underlings to represent them so they can carry on building their weekend cottage, but instead find themselves wondering how they will pay the mortgage if their business closes down in the crisis… Why are people still buying this essay? 

      Twenty years ago I attempted to understand a society characterised by despotic socialism and explain some of the mechanisms that had allowed it to function successfully for so long. As this society becomes history, the old regime is being transformed before our very eyes into something from a fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm. Or perhaps a comic puppet show. On the stage, in front of the flimsy scenery, a series of characters enter jerkily: the Communist, the Dissident, the StB agent, the Independent, the Apparatchik… and in the background, of course, a crowd of extras playing the Ordinary People. “Where would I fit in?” you ask yourself. Well, you’d probably be Škrhola3.

      The protagonists of this puppet show must be cast carefully. If it were based in fact, there would be no one left in the group of extras. A large number of the Ordinary People over time played many different roles, sometimes simultaneously. In 1990, I learned that three of my best friends from the normalisation period (1970–80s) had been StB collaborators. One of these Agents was also a Dissident, one an Independent, and one a Communist. It goes without saying that all three were fundamentally decent people, punctilious professionals and upstanding intellectuals, and always had been. After all, the StB did not recruit rogues and kept well clear of nonentities. Instead, it blackmailed into submission people that enjoyed the respect of those around them. 

      This is all so difficult to understand from today’s vantage point. For those who were not around at the time, the difficulty is compounded by the fact that the mega-narrative is so wonderfully logical, clear and compelling – not to speak of the fact that it is always so tempting to judge your parents. On the contrary, it is far more difficult to ask whether your own conduct does not include the same elements of opportunism by which our petty lives deal with the great movement of history, but now simply garbed in a flashier jacket. And for those who were there at the time, things remain difficult because the media fairy tale gets entangled in their own personal memories. The process of selective memory, with which we are all fortunately equipped, kicks in, since otherwise our inability to come to terms with our own past would drive us mad. 

      Our lives are lived in episodes and we can only understand them as a story. Each of these stories is at the same time constructed as an explanation – that is its hidden bonding agent. In order to make our explanation acceptable, or at least tolerable, not least to ourselves, we often employ somewhat convoluted but completely unconscious strategies involving the selective recall of lived episodes.

      We also know that the story of our lives does not unfold in a wasteland. It needs its period scenery, i.e. the context in which it is narrated and in which it becomes comprehensible. Without a script we would be unable to piece together the dramas of our lives or replay them in our own memory, let alone recount them to others. However, once we begin to speak of these dramas and fables (and thus legitimise them) – once we attempt to communicate our story, even maybe to our loved ones – the background against which events are played out must be constructed in advance, clear and self-evident to all. Our story winds its way through the past, and this is a landscape our listeners did not figure in. Evoking the scenery of the past, that vanished context of our lives, is so difficult as to be impossible. No one is capable of fashioning such a expansive backdrop on their own. It is created by public discourse, to which our intimate discourses can but make reference. The background to the story of our lives is created by the media. 

      After every great coup, work begins on the construction of an overarching shared narrative of national history as if from scratch. Tearing down the old scenery is the first aspiration of every revolution, even of the most velvety variety. The new scenery is created quickly, because there must be a background from which narratives can detach themselves. The show must go on. 

      And thus emerge the lies of memory, the collective, national memory. However feeble and simplistic they may be as explanations, they do at least allow us to understand each other, which is a start. And as soon as the debate gets underway, an established version of the past is now indispensable. What we have before us today is this mainstream version of our national past. 

      However, one day there will have to be a reckoning with our shared past. This will not happen without a deconstruction of what are now valid and well established images from the recent history of the Czech nation. This is not the work of a few days and is a task for professional historians. It took the French until the late 1990s before Gallimard published the three-volume Les Lieux de Mémoire,4 which confronts the media discourse with a polemical, nuanced image of the 1940s, beginning with the stories of the French during World War II and continuing into the turbulent years that followed. We lack such a monumental work of self-reflection. 

      And so for the third time I am launching this little booklet of mine, now twenty years old, into the world in the hope that it might ring bells in the minds of older readers, and indeed younger readers who, though not actors in the events described, view the narrative presented by the media as being suspiciously simple. It may help them frame better the question of how things actually were. 

      Of course, the answers that the essay from 1990 offers have themselves already been subsumed into history. This text was, I believe, the first attempt in this country to understand what had just taken place and why. I have not changed a word of the original text. Now that we all know what happened over the following twenty years, we have the opportunity of learning from this text how everything that followed actually began. In this respect, I myself feel the main weakness or shortcoming of the text is that it did not pay more attention to the mechanisms of power and coercion in the old regime. These are age-old mechanisms, and it seems to me that a better explanation of how they work could have provided powerful inspiration for understanding the whole of this history up to the present day. I took it for granted, much to my regret, that the pernicious entanglement of politics, economics, governance and knowledge was dead and buried. Part of the optimism that followed in the wake of the revolution was of course the assumption that this essay was simply a first crack at things, to be followed by more nuanced attempts, since the theme would without doubt appeal to many younger sociologists and historians. To them, too, I would like to dedicate this latest edition. 

      Brno, 25 May 2009

      Ivo Možný

      

      
        
          2výjezdní doložka, a document that had to be accompanied by the recommendation of an employer, school, military command or national committee: translator’s note, henceforth t/n.

        

        
          3A figure from puppet theatre a bit like Punch in English theatre, who represents the archetypal country bumpkin: t/n.

        

        
          4Pierre Nora et al.: Les lieux de mémoire, vols. 1 to 3, Paris: Gallimard 1997.

        

      

    

  

Preface to the second edition
 What we didn’t know ten years ago

Those unfortunates who choose not to look back on the path of history lest they happen to see a grizzly bear, often find themselves wailing too late, too late, as anyone will know who is familiar with the song by Vodňanský about bears and tourists5.

Having said that, to present my own text to readers ten years after it was written during the tumultuous years of 1989 and 1990, when things did indeed seem a little simpler, smacks of masochism. Perhaps it would be a better idea to display the general’s wisdom after the battle, the benefit of hindsight on which the media discourse is also based, and rely on what sustains politicians, namely, the fact that no one reads old texts. It suffices that outdated political analyses will one day serve the needs of historians, who will dissect the language of such analyses and incorporate them into historical narratives that cast a merciless eye over the naivety of yesteryear. This is perhaps why sociologists do not publish their collected works: on the rare occasion a publisher is tempted to break this rule, it is only after the great sociologist in question is safely six feet under.

But a constitutive part of our lived experience is the original naivety that led to us having to acquire that experience. Those who are never in the wrong may be right, but never experience anything: they remain rooted in one place. Society evolves because the population as a whole is never right. It is for this reason that history is so vivid.

We might therefore view the purpose of republishing a ten-year-old sociological text as being to remind us of what we did not know ten years ago, and to shed light on where and how we were naive. Before my readers begin the process of reflection for themselves, I would like to point out one or two examples of where I myself was naive.

Interestingly, this will not include the Postscript at the end of my essay, in which I declare the adage Trust others! to be most important for the success of the social reconstruction that was to follow. Back then, when I added that this would not be any easier than it had been adhering to the admonishment to Live in truth! under the old regime, I myself had no idea how much harder it would be in reality. The trust deficit I wrote of at the start of transformation keeps on growing. What we have achieved over the last ten years can be calculated using various criteria that offer very different results. Measured by the number of Czechs taking holidays in Italy or Spain or the availability of juicy tangerines in the lead-up to Christmas, we are a million miles from life as it used to be. However, measured by the level of mutual trust, something that gives great cause for concern is that we have not moved on one jot. One is tempted to say that the level of general paranoia has actually increased, though this would not be quite true: these days it is simply served up on a plate along with the morning newspaper.

And yet the fact remains: unless the level of trust rises in this country, we will build neither capitalism nor civil society. If anyone is still in any doubt as to my assertion that trust is the key to progress as measured by quality of life, let them hear it for themselves from the author of the sociological best seller The End of History, Francis Fukuyama, who at the end of the 1990s wrote a book on this theme called simply Trust (1994). We are in full agreement. And by the end of the year there will be a third such text, since Piotr Sztompka is shortly to have a study entitled Trust published by Cambridge University Press.

The injunction to trust others, taken in isolation, is of course naive. Not even the most irresponsible mother would advise her little daughter to trust others without adding: But only those you know – never accept a lift from a strange man, even (especially) if he offers you sweets! As I was finalising the text of Why So Easily… in 1990, I wondered whether I shouldn’t change the title to Build trust!. But I realised that I wouldn’t be helping anyone that way, and might end up simply pandering to a reader too lazy to think for themselves. The more attentive reader will find their own path between the two variants of the same adage for themselves. The only way to build trust in the other is to trust the other. Without this modest investment I can’t even buy a sandwich. If I say: “I’m not handing you my money until I see the sandwich”, I’ll be met with: “Bugger off, I’m not handing you this sandwich until I see my money!”, and we will find ourselves in a standoff that has no solution. Build trust! implies Show trust!, and that means beginning with the other – no other route exists.

Of course, we must be on our guard against the strange man offering sweets. For many years we had no choice but to pay heed to primitive wisdom: only from your uncle, he’s family. But beware of strangers! It is precisely because the population of the countries of despotic socialism were deprived for generations of the opportunity to cultivate the difficult skill of making prudent investments of trust on the open market over and above the circle of their inherited network of acquaintances that there have been so many bankruptcies, complete with next-day shame and regret. It is telling that it was in Albania, the country that of all European states remains closest to being a clan-based society, that several huge financial pyramid schemes, which exploited the blind faith of inexperienced Albanians as they welcomed capitalism, enjoyed such devastating success – to the point where both the currency and the government collapsed.

We all make mistakes. In an open society based on individual responsibility, we settle the bill and write off the loss (and collect the settlement based on the insurance premium we have been sensibly paying in order to cover losses), just as we write off those who have betrayed our trust. We don’t stop there, nor does business based on the capital of trust end there. (If anyone quits, it is the party that has broken faith).

This is always supposing we don’t make too many such mistakes. If we do, we declare bankruptcy promptly, divide up what is left among our creditors in order to satisfy them at least in part, and find a way of making a living doing something for which we have greater talent, though it be considerably less lucrative. We take full responsibility for our mistakes. We may have lost credit, but we have not lost face.

How naive, you say, having experienced the first ten years of the way that trust is negotiated in this country. What I didn’t see coming ten years ago was the overall loss of social responsibility as the natural consequence of socialisation in a state colonised by clans. And I did not foresee what the atrophy of a sense of responsibility would entail.

Perhaps what I lacked back then was a term for responsibility in my sociological discourse. The very word appeared to me to belong to psychologists, if not to the language of normative ethics. However, it has its own place in the sociological vision of the world, as does the concept of trust. Sociology found no use for the latter concept until the 1970s, when it was taken up by Bourdieu and Granovetter.

The concept of responsibility was introduced into the language of normative ethics by European capitalism. Responsibility occupies top place among all the civic virtues, since without it, none of the others would exist. It is not individualism, as often claimed, but the successful combination of individualism and responsibility that gave rise to societies of the Western cultural circle, so dynamic that they eventually aspired (naively it goes without saying) to put an end to historical disputes over the perfect social system, having found it (or so they believed).

If it is true that sociology did not arise along with industrialism and the open society as its legitimising self-reflection merely by coincidence, the concept of responsibility in its glossary of terms should be present from the very start. Which indeed it is. The problem was mine: ten years ago I had not read enough Durkheim.

For Durkheim, one of the founding fathers of sociology, individualism was the thorniest intellectual problem when interpreting the society in which he lived and which he was convinced could be explained sociologically. He believed it should be possible to explain human behaviour as arising from social pressures that were objective to such an extent that they had the nature of objects. He successfully defended this claim against the psychologism and organicism that was popular at that time, thus earning his place in the pantheon of thinkers who had attempted to understand social mechanisms. However, how are we to understand the phenomenon of individualism if at the same time we claim that we cannot liberate the way we act from our embeddedness in social institutions? Is individualism merely a chimera, an approach to life virtually never instantiated?

For Durkheim it is not, nor was it for any of the social thinkers of his time. Individualism was too important a part of the emancipation of the middle class, to which sociologists inescapably belong. In Suicide (1897), the concept served Durkheim merely as an explanation of the weakness or fragility of what was otherwise the self-confident, robust bourgeois society of his time: he assumed that social groups that were more individualistic were likely to be associated with higher suicide rates. However, in his essay “The Division of Labour in Society” (1893), and above all in “Individualism and the Intellectuals” (1898)6, he explains the positive role individualism plays in the constitution of modern societies.

The key to understanding this role lies in the relationship between individualism and responsibility. Or, to be more precise, in the identification of individualism with responsibility. Durkheim draws on the concept of individualism we find in Kant and Rousseau and in the Declaration of Human Rights. It is this individualism that has become “the basis of our moral catechism…”, since it works with a concept of the human being as “sacred in the ritual sense of that word”. Individualism has “permeated our institutions and our morals” and become a modern faith in which man is “… both worshipper and at the same time god”. Durkheim explains what he means when he speaks of individualism as the cult of secular society and of the man who believes in this cult as follows:

“The cult of which he is at once both object and follower does not address itself to the particular being that constitutes himself and carries his name, but to the human person, wherever it is to be found, and in whatever form it is incarnated… Individualism thus understood is the glorification not of the self, but of the individual in general. Its motive force is not egoism but sympathy for all that is human, a wider pity for all sufferings, for all human miseries, a more ardent desire to combat and alleviate them, a greater thirst for justice.” (Durkheim 1898)

The grand narrative of Western European individualism is above all a narrative of responsibility: first and foremost the full acceptance of responsibility for the quality of one’s own life; and secondly for the quality of one’s own society. One without the other is not possible (something we Czechs should have some experience of). Viewed from this perspective, Man is responsible for what he has made of his life, and this includes what he has done to make it possible to generate something worthwhile in his society from human life.

If we place what passes in this country these days for individualism alongside what we have said above, we obtain an insight into one of the great misunderstandings of the post-revolutionary years. The Czech nation arrived at freedom as a blind man arrives at a violin: it simply fell into its lap. Our great-grandfathers, who had been working hard to achieve civic emancipation from the middle of the last century, have been largely forgotten. Fifty years of humiliation in an authoritarian society is too long a break for the delicate fabric of moral responsibility that is buried in the family casket for better times not to rot.

“Durkheimian individualism is a sociological concept, which is used to explain the experience by individuals of an external and constraining moral reality (a ‘social fact’), through which individuals understand their world and within which they feel obliged to act.”7

Individualism in the Czech Republic has run wild. It has lost its sense of responsibility, without which it is inevitably becoming a sad caricature of itself. The pride the individual takes in the fact that all of his actions are morally justifiable has gone missing, and without this all that remains of individualism is expedient utilitarianism and unscrupulous selfishness. However, this is a weak cement for a complex society with a developed division of labour and mutual dependency. This is not a question of normative ethics but of sociology.

Most Czechs do not believe that someone could sincerely believe in God. And so few of them are willing to base their actions on the assumption that their fellow human beings, whether believers or non-believers, will treat them in accordance with the Ten Commandments. Not even the bride that stands before the altar. The possibility of divorce cannot be ruled out, and some infidelity or other must be reckoned with. In a secularised world the same applies to all cooperation. The ever-present possibility of deceit and duplicity has become the unspoken assumption behind every cooperative strategy. And every act of cooperation must assume that the cooperating partner is basing their actions on the same premise. In the end it kind of works, though such a degree of necessary mutual vigilance imposes high costs on the quality and thus the productivity of all cooperation. So high, in fact, that we Czechs are not competitive in an open world. And a foreigner hesitates to enter this poisonous milieu, where they must assume that the party they are dealing with regards universal mutual treachery to be the basis of the functioning of the system.





	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Why So Easily . . . Some Family Reasons for the Velvet Revolution.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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