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The mmmmDmHOOmH Revolt Michael Zantovsky Executive Director, Viclav Havel Library

A spectre is haunting Eastern Europe.
- The Power of the Powerless

In the summer of 1978 there were fewer visitors than usual at Havel's country house in Hradecek where he spent
most of his time after his release from jail the year before. The playwright was busy working, but this time the ME:
was not a play. At 24,000 words, it was the longest piece of prose he had written until then; it proved to be one of his
most admired works even if it has been somewhat misclassified. The Power of the Powerless is invariably called an
essay, but, brilliant a piece of writing as it is, it pursues perhaps too many objectives to be deemed an outstandin,
essay. This was, however, not the author’s fault. As its first words clearly indicate, it was written and intended »mm
political manifesto. Havel was too conscious a writer to be unaware that in beginning his piece with the words A
spectre is haunting Eastern Europe’, he was paraphrasing, no doubt ironically, the OoB:HE.E Manifesto of Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engels of 1848 — which is, for that matter, not much of an essay either.

In The H.yoimn of the Powerless, Havel set out to define the phenomenon of ‘dissent; its ‘ideology’ or lack thereof, but
first he felt he had to define and analyze the ‘post-totalitarian’ system, which formed the background, the raison m”m:m
of the dissidents’ activities and at the same time their principal challenge. Through the example of mkmnmm:m,.onmn Srnh
in his shop window exhibits the Communist slogan “Workers of the world, unite!’ without believing in it — and more
interestingly, without the authorities expecting him to believe in it — he demonstrates that the totalitarian system
operates by pressuring people to ‘divest themselves of their innermost identity” through such rituals. ’

Havel's distinction between the totalitarian system, as practised by Stalin or Hitler at the height of their power, and
the post-totalitarian system, as practised by Czechoslovakia’s ‘normalizers’ in the mid-seventies, does not lie merely
in the considerably smaller amount of violence and brute force exerted by the latter. By soliciting empty expressions
of popular support, the system obviates the sharp distinction between the 'tyrants’ and the 'victims) which is
characteristic of pure dictatorships. ‘Individuals ... need not accept the lie. It is enough for them to have accepted
their life with it and in it. For by this very fact, individuals confirm the system, fulfil the system, make the system, are

the system.”

h the system exercises its power, it was not difficult for him
. s ritual approval. ‘Individuals can be
The terrain of this violation is their
e. Itis the repressed alternative,

Once Havel considered the mechanism through whic
to realize that it hinges only on the greengrocer’s willingness not to withhold hi
alienated from themselves only because there is something in them to alienate.
authentic existence. Living the truth is thus woven directly into the texture of living a li
the authentic aim to which living a lie is an inauthentic response.”

The human capacity to ‘live in truth’, to reaffirm man’s ‘authentic identity’, is the nuclear weapon that gives power

to the powerless. As soon as the system is no longer able to extract the ritual endorsement from its subjects, its

ideological pretensions collapse as the lies they are.

In the second half of his manifesto, Havel examines in detail various aspects of the power of the powerless, and

1 The Power of the Powerless, in Open Letters, 136.
2 Ibid. 148.
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he proposes a methodology for wielding that power. In keeping with the concept of Charter 77, he refrains from
advocating its use for attaining specific political goals; instead, he stresses its defensive character in safeguarding a
space for living in truth and for the independent life of society. Specifically, this means defending the fundamental
human rights that make such life possible.

Havel's political programme is purely subject-oriented. Rather than spend time plotting how to overthrow the
Communist system (and risk a massive retaliation), he tries to find ways to secure some room within the system for
the individual to remain independent. What his enemies and even some of his friends may not have realized was that
the two were in fact one and the same. Given that the system derived its legitimacy from the willingness of its subjects
to pay it symbolic tributes, it could not for long survive the re-emergence of independent individuals, those very
‘dissidents’ within it. Havel's programme opens the way for the ‘parallel polis’ to become the polis.

Havel pays special attention to the concept of legality, rather than civil disobedience or outright confrontation, as a
method for attaining the goals of his strategy. Against the background of persecutions, jailings, and gross violations
of human rights in the guise of administering ‘socialist _.smanm,.. his insistence on legality must have been seen by many
of his friends and enemies as not much more than a tactical device. But Havel genuinely felt that it was much more
than a form of ‘Schweikian obstructionism’* Not only was the insistence on legality less risky and open to fewer
retaliatory measures, but it was also the system’s Achilles heel, for in trying to avoid the use of force while extracting
ritual approval from its subjects, it had no choice but to mask itself under a veil of legal niceties and empty guarantees.
In true jiu-jitsu fashion Havel proposes to exploit these weak points and turn them to the advantage of the human
rights defenders, while simultaneously revealing the ideological bankruptcy of the system. All this time he remains
3 The Power of the Powerless, 185.

aware that the proper exercise of legal standards is but a means to an end, the end being the internal liberation of the

v a sal s 4
individual, a mandate to live ‘within the truth’

Hand in hand with the concept of legality goes the concept of non-violence. Again, his anthropological perspective
comes into play. Violence can liberate the system, but it imprisons the individual, making it just as impossible for him
to live in truth as in the previous system. This line of thinking led many people to think that like Gandhi before him,
he had absolutely sworn off the use of violence, and they would be disappointed later when Havel, by then president,
turned out not to be a pacifist after all. But it only shows they did not read The Power of the Powerless ﬁroaocmzx
enough; there Havel goes on to write: ‘Generally, the dissident’ attitude can only accept violence as a necessary evil
in extreme situations, when direct violence can only be met by violence and where remaining passive would in effect
mean supporting violence: let us recall, for example, that the blindness of European pacifism was one of the ,w»nnoa
that prepared the ground for the Second World War:* Sometimes one could only live within the truth by taking up

arms.

If some of these goals could be considered as largely defensive safeguards for protecting the space of living in EHEE
the creation of ‘parallel structures’, a term coming from Havel’s fellow Chartist, the Catholic philosopher Viclav
Benda, as well as that of a ‘second culture), a term coined by the underground theoretician ‘Magor’ Jirous, had a more
combative significance.® It made living in truth’ concrete by freely engaging in various unsanctioned social activities

in whose ‘permitted’ variants one could only engage by ‘living a lie: The concept was at the root of many dissident

4 Thid. 190.
5 Ibid. 184.
6 Ibid. 193
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activities, before and after the Charter, starting with ‘parallel’ publishing and the ‘parallel’ underground music, and
branching into parallel education and academy, parallel theatre, parallel art — and even a sort of parallel foreign _u“u:n
through establishing independent contacts with decision-makers and opinion-makers in the West, and with Emmv.\
minded opposition groups within the Soviet bloc.” Havel resolutely conceived of these small wm_.w:m_ structures
not as a ‘retreat into a ghetto’’ but as open, living organisms that would radiate energy and attract new adherents
to their activities. In the thinking of a group of non-conformist Slovak sociologists in the eighties, these structures
represented ‘islands of positive deviation!’ which, given enough time, would mo<m:ncm=v~ merge in Benda’s ‘parallel
polis’ As subsequent developments would show, this was not some intellectual fancy, but rather a realistic way to
conduct politics under the most difficult conditions. \ d

In the last, and perhaps the most controversial section of his manifesto, Havel attempted to extrapolate his analysis
and his conclusions, rooted as they were in the conditions of post-totalitarian Communist society, to BomMS
Western society. Although he had always seen ‘the West’ as a branch of the emancipated, secular Bomﬁ.: societ

spawned by the Enlightenment, which also gave rise to both the socialist and the Communist ideologies, in the woimw\
of the Powerless he followed this logic to its conclusion. He postulated the need for a similar n_gm:mm of Western

consciousness aimed at __S:m in truth, if man was to overcome the alienation and the automatism’ of modern

NL _Mﬂm mmoM:M meeting 9.’ Charter 77, represented by Havel, Benda, Dienstbier et al. with the Polish KOR, represented by Kuron, Michnik
pinskl, and Romaszewski et al. took place at the end of September 1978, and resolved to establish joint working groups and §<.:w r::._ms.

rights defenders throughout tt i join i 2 . 5
1D3030), ughout the Soviet bloc to join in the collaboration. (Communiqué. Czechoslovak-Polish Meeting, September 1978 VHL

8  The Power of the Powerless, 194,

9 Martin Batora, 'Vyvzdorivanie alebo katdodennost poziti i 3 i
o s i pozitivaych deviantov® (Habitual defiance or every-day life of posit; it i
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technological society. He suggested that because of the radical experience of the dissidents, involuntary as it was, the
parallel structures might even serve as a kind of blueprint, namely, that ‘these informed, non-bureaucratic, dynamic,
and open communities that comprise the “parallel polis™ [may represent] a kind of rudimentary prefiguration, a
symbolic model, of those more meaningful "post-democratic” political structures that might become the foundation

ofa better society "

Admittedly, this is a somewhat lofty claim, made by a writer who had for the past ten years often found it difficult
to venture outside his own house, let alone his country. After the Velvet Revolution, this became the prime piece
of evidence for those who wished to see Havel as a militant closet-leftist, a utopian thinker, or even as a m»nmmqocw
radical trying to undermine the foundations of liberal mmﬁoﬂwQ in the West just as he had undermined ‘eal’

socialism in the East.

On the face of it, the criticism is not without merit. Havel was deeply convinced,then and later, that our
contemporary civilization, with its spiritual emptiness and its total reliance on technological solutions, was in the long
tun unsustainable. That, however, neither made him a left-wing radical, nor necessarily a utopian. While it is true, as
some writers pointed out, that there has not occurred, even in Czechoslovakia after 1989, the existential revolution
Havel had called for, it does not follow that such a revolution is neither possible nor desirable. Had it occurred, it
would have had little in common with the radical concepts of revolution, entertained by Jacobins, radical Marxists,
Maaists, or theologians of liberation, who invariably rely on organized political action, and not infrequently on
violence, in pursuit of their political aims. Havel's revolution, as he makes repeatedly clear, takes place on the inside,

10 The Power of the Powerless, 213,
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and for the most part disavows political action. His observation that ‘we look on helplessly as that coldly functioning
machine we have created inevitably engulfs us, tearing us away from our natural affiliations (for instance, from our

habitat in the widest sense of that word, including our habitat in the biosphere),"" is hardly a radical statement.

It is undeniable that Havel, often considered a prophet of non-partisan politics, had a somewhat jaundiced view of
political parties, both as a dissident theoretician and as a practising politician. Through daily confrontation with the
world of practical politics, he came grudgingly to acknowledge, and even to respect, the role of political organizations
as agents of change and condensers of political energy to that purpose. At the same time, his complaint that ‘this static
complex of rigid, conceptually sloppy, and politically pragmatic mass political parties run by professional apparatuses
and releasing the citizen from all forms of concrete and personal responsibility... can only with great difficulty be

512

imagined as the source of humanity’s rediscovery of itself "~ rings perhaps more true today than it did thirty-five

years ago. His call for "the rehabilitation of values like trust, openness, responsibility, solidarity, love™ as the prime

158

movers of political action may sound a little naive; though all the more desirable in our age of distrust, insecurity,

irresponsibility, hostility and frustration.

Whether there can or should exist the kind of ‘post-democratic system’ envisaged by Havel, and whether the
dissident community born out of despair and surviving on trust, love, solidarity, and responsibility can serve as a
model for it is a question that should be approached with a critical mind and perhaps with even some scepticism.
That modern democracy is undergoing a crisis is on the other hand more apparent now than it was at a time when

11  The Power of the Powerless, 206. '
12 Ibid. 208.
13 Ibid. 210.
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y facing the mortal totalitarian enemy. ‘Only a

i ful bond of solidarity necessitated b
it was held together by the powerful bond 0 ty A

God can save us now; is Heidegger's phrase that Havel quotes in the Power of the Powerless.

life in the pursuit of this notion.

An abridged and slightly modified version of the eponymous chapter in a book by this author, Havel: A Life, New York: Grove Press,

2014.
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14 Ibid. 206.
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