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Czech Intellectuals and
"Post-Communism"
Andrew Stroehlein
"Post-Communism" is one of those strange terms that
describes an era by what preceded it rather than by what
it actually is. Still, the decade since Communism fell in
Central and Eastern Europe can easily be seen as a
single unit for the Czech Republic, and as the era was rather ambiguous and
multidirectional for the country, the term "post-Communism" is probably
as good a name as any to define those ten years.
Post-Communism brought with it much rethinking of democracy and free
markets, as intellectuals from both East and West debated about what really
made a free, tolerant and democratic society. The cynic would say that the
answer remains unknown, as none have ever been created, but the reality of
the situation across Central and Eastern Europe shows quite clearly that
some countries - Hungary and Poland, for example - are certainly more free
and democratic by almost whatever standard one chooses than others, say
Serbia or Belarus.
There are indeed degrees of democracy, and the post-Communist world has
clearly demonstrated this. But where does this leave the Czech Republic? In
the early part of the decade, the country was widely praised for its
democratic and economic reforms, but then something seemed to go wrong
and the criticisms started to mount.
Some said the problems had an underlying cause - that a "Communist
mentality" was proving harder to shake off than at first expected. They
emphasised that Czech society had been atomised in the 1970s and 1980s
and was only beginning to recover in the mid- to late 1990s. They argued
that Czech political culture was deformed and crippled.
To overcome these difficulties, many called for a stronger "civil society" that layer of society that is run neither by the state nor the family - and a
broad volunteer sector. By re-enforcing community spirit and civic
involvement, a strong civil society was supposed to strengthen the nascent
democracy. However, the trouble for the country's thinkers has always been
how to create this essentially grass-roots activity from above. As a solution
to society's "trauma of Communism," civil society was inherently flawed.
But the argument that all today's problems can be blamed on the old regime
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is wearing a bit thin ten years after the collapse of that regime. How long
does the legacy of Communism really last? Are the Central European
intellectuals right to continue emphasising "civil society" as a remedy for a
post-Communist environment?
Finally, and most importantly, when does "post-Communism" end?
To begin answering these questions, some details of the issues concerned
will be useful.
The "post-Communist mentality"
The current Western focus on major political events and macroeconomic
transition has mostly ignored the "mental transformation" away from an
authoritarian mindset, but this issue is often discussed in Czech intellectual
circles. Before the Velvet Revolution, Normalisation and its effects on Czech
culture, society and political thinking were analysed by several dissidents.
(1) As we discussed last week in CER, Czech psychologists today discuss the
psychological effects of totalitarianism on Czechs (2), and some Czech
scholars see the current mental transition as more daunting for the Czechs
than overcoming the Nazi era was for the Germans.(3) It is sometimes stated
that totalitarian attitudes remain and that many years will be needed before
Czechs will be able to identify with democratic values.(4) Few have
supported this line of thinking more than President Vaclav Havel.
Havel has talked about the "moral illness" affecting Czechs after
totalitarianism in several speeches(5). In one notable speech at the OSCE
summit in Helsinki on 9 July 1992, he spoke of the difficulty people in the
post-Communist world have in "freeing themselves of all the bad habits,
which Communism developed within them."(6)
During the Communist era, independent Czech intellectuals failed to
connect with the wider Czech audience: the dissident community in
Czechoslovakia was minuscule, and samizdat publications touched only a
small fraction of Czech citizens.(7) It is thus worth asking to what extent
these intellectuals reach and understand the people today. This is especially
relevant given the fact that, during the Communist years, many dissidents
lived rather apart from the greater society - either in necessarily closed
cliques in the urban centres, in prison or in outright exile. The
anthropologist and keen researcher of Central and Eastern Europe in
transition, Chris Hann, makes a reasonable point on this subject:

Estonia: Historical
Regicide
Vaclav Pinkava:

Czech Pub Humour
Returns
Jan Culik:

Czech TV Nova
Battle
Sam Vaknin:

False Academia in
the Balkans
Readers' Choice:
The most popular
article last week
A Rare Gem in
Prague's Art Scene
KINOEYE:
Articles galore
in the
ARCHIVE
NEWS:
Estonia
Hungary
Latvia
Lithuania
Poland
Romania

"The critical question is, how realistic, how valid anthropologically are
diagnoses such as these (regarding the 'totalitarian mindset')? How well do
these thinkers know their own people?"(8)
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Judging by the failure of leading Czech intellectuals to understand public
attitudes on certain controversial issues in recent years, this is a fair
question.(9)
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There is a relatively large body of literature, both foreign and domestic, that
attempts to explain Czech politics by examining Czech "political culture."
Though the Western adherents of political culture would deny it, many
political cultural ideas about Czech society and politics seem to stem from

earlier ideas of the Czech "national character." Similar to works on the
Czech national character, the literature of the political culturalists often
attributes specific traits to Czechs. The "democratic" and "egalitarian"
character of the Czech nation, for example, has often been proclaimed by
supporters of both approaches,(10) and to this day, a "myth of the
democratic spirit of the Czechs" remains politically important in the Czech
Republic itself.(11)
Domestically, there is nothing at all new about attempts to define the Czech
national character, and the term "national character" (narodni povaha) is
not discredited as it is in Western intellectual circles. The discussion, going
by the name of "the Czech question," "the meaning of Czech history"(12) or
"what we (Czechs) are like,"(13) has continued for generations.(14) Selfexamination has indeed been a sort of "national pastime" among Czech
intellectuals.(15) Some have seen this as a kind of national self-flagellation.
(16) These attempts at national self-description are probably as old as
attempts to define (and thus invent) the Czech nation itself. In fact, the
constant attempts at "national self-definition" seem to be an important reenforcement of the myth of Czech nationhood.(17)
Clearly in the spirit of the 19th-century Czech national "awakener" Frantisek
Palacky and the founder of the First Czechoslovak Republic T G Masaryk,
many Western attempts to define the Czech national character in this
century have often emphasised the democratic quality of the Czech nation.
One is immediately tempted to draw parallels between the fervent support
given to Masaryk and Czechoslovakia by RW Seton-Watson and Henry
Wickham Steed in the inter-war period (18) and the solidarity with Czech
dissidents shown by a later generation of Western intellectuals concerned
with human rights (and the development of the Czech national literary
tradition) in Normalised Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s.(19) With
rather a clear political agenda in mind, both generations helped to promote
abroad the myth of the downtrodden-yet-democratic Czech nation.
Flaws in the political culture approach
In the 1970s, however, this particular political cultural argument of the
inherent democratic character of the Czech nation was dealt a serious blow
by political culturalists' own analysis of the events surrounding the Prague
Spring of 1968, which revealed a weakness in the political culture approach
itself. Those events were most clearly put into political cultural focus by H
Gordon Skilling, in the conclusion of his monumental examination of that
period, Czechoslovakia's Interrupted Revolution:
"The crisis (of 1968) was in large part the product of the imposition of an
alien system, Stalinism, on a country with vastly different circumstances and
traditions..."(20)
This matched what the scholar Vladimir Kusin had said five years earlier
about the "incongruence between Communism and the Czech disposition"
being at the root of the Prague Spring.(21) Some observers, including Kusin,
followed this line of reasoning when they defined the subsequent
Normalisation as simply the imposition of foreign will without any local
legitimacy.(22)
But Skilling himself in the same pages of his great work and in later papers
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realised the inconsistency of this argument when the wider events of the
Communist years in Czechoslovakia were taken into account.(23) The crux
of the issue was this: If the country's tradition and its citizens were
essentially democratic, how could one explain the extremes of Stalinism in
the early 1950s Gottwald era and the successful reimposition of Stalinism
after the Soviet-led invasion in August 1968? Should not the Czechs'
democratic political culture have rejected the "alien system"?(24)
Skilling's answer came with stressing the "heterogeneity" of Czech political
culture, and this view was extensively elaborated upon at about the same
time by Paul.(25) The argument was that although Czech society had a
dominant political culture of democratic and egalitarian values, it also
possessed an authoritarian "sub-culture," which explained the apparent
effectiveness of totalitarianism in Czechoslovakia. Jaques Rupnik added his
voice to this argument with his view that Czech politics had an "indigenous
Stalinism" which disrupted the traditional "theo ry of democratic
continuity" and had its roots in the Czech working-class and the origins of
the Communist Party.(26)
The dualistic political culture theory of "heterogeneity" superficially
appeared to address the paradox of Czech Stalinism and Normalisation, but
one wonders if such a broad definition of a political culture can have any
meaning. If a society contains the potential for both democracy and
totalitarianism, how is it different from any other society?
This weakened definition seemed to be just another example of the political
culture approach coming too close to the old-fashioned idea of national
character. Indeed, it was often reduced to a list of often contradictory traits.
This can be seen in Paul's 1979 work where, without any supporting data, he
describes Czechs feeling themselves to have the qualities of "democracy,
humanitarianism, egalitarianism," "gentleness" and "rationality" but also
displaying "passivity," "feelings of pathos and martyrdom," "tendencies
towards extremism and anarchy," "messianism," "vengeance" and "a
capacity for great cruelty."(27) Such a diverse set of attributes, like the
dualistic, heterogeneic approach to the issue of inherent democratic values,
only proves that Czechs are human - which is not much information for
someone trying to gain insight into Czech society and politics. Political
culture has in some senses become the "phlogiston" of East European
studies that "simultaneously captures everything and nothing."(28)
One uncertain decade
The true nature of the post-Communist era in the Czech Republic cannot be
grasped by references to a historical "political culture" or its predecessor "national character." Vast generalisations with little content get one
nowhere.
Rather than developing theories based on invented history, it is better to
simply observe what is happening day by day in the country. The Czech
Republic is a young country whose political and economic systems are still
weak and poorly defined. Its independent intellectual class has been torn
from the wider society and continues to be sidelined in public debates.
Western advice to the country has often been misguided. Civil servants are
underpaid and inefficient. The public is fed up with politics as usual. These
are the realities of today's Czech Republic, and no "national character" is
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needed to explain them.
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