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ABSTRACT

In conditions of normalization, political and economic stagnation and popular apathy,
the Czechoslovak opposition placed its emphasis on the ostensibly 'non-oppositional’
demand for human rights and legality, coupled with the development of an independent
political and cultural life.

The first section of this thesis presents a study of the Charter 77 movement, which for
the first time united people of disparate political viewpoints behind the non-ideological
demand for human rights. This demand, which is seen to be a fundamental challenge to the
regime, was coupled with a new concept of politics which emphasized the ‘moral
foundation of all things political', and called for a moral revival or 'revolution' from below.
creation of a 'parallel polis'. It emphasized the individual citizen, and sought to transform
the relationship between the citizen and the state.

The second section examines the spectrum of viewpoints expressed in the parallel
political life in Czechoslovakia, from Marxist to conservative. Despite the reduced
emphasis on ideological labels in the late '70's and '80's, basic ideological differences
remained, reflecting the traditional plurality of Czechoslovak political life.

The third section examines the oppositions' concern with international problems and
solutions. The Czechoslovak opposition in the 1980's abandoned the idea of seeking
separate national solutions, and instead argued that change in the geo-political status quo in
Europe was the necessary pre-requisite for any significant internal improvements. It
sought the democratic transformation of the Eastern bloc and European reunification.

This thesis charts the increasing politicization of the Czechoslovak opposition in the late
1980's, from 'anti-politics' to the enunciation of more directly political goals, and

culminating in the 'rehabilitation’ of politics in the pre-revolutionary period.
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INTRODUCTION

With the Soviet invasion of 1968 and the subsequent purge of reformist communists
from the ruling party, any chance of reform from above in Czechoslovakia was closed off.
The regime initiated a policy of political and cultural repression in which no independent
expression was tolerated. In response, society retreated into apathy, indifference and
internal exile. A section of the expelled reform communists attempted to organize
themselves into a socialist opposition based around the Socialist Movement of
Czechoslovak Citizens (SMCC), however following further arrests the movement was
forced to concentrate largely on the defence of its own imprisoned members. Some non-
communist intellectuals also voiced their resistance to ‘normalization’. Vaclav Havel
addressed an open letter to Gustav Husak in April 1975 in which he argued that the
apparent consolidation in the country really masked a severe moral, cultural and human
crisis. During the 1970s the issue of human rights increasingly gained importance for
reform communists and non-communists alike and became a unifying factor for different
currents within the opposition when they united in defence of the musical underground in
1976. The form taken by the sudden revival of independent and oppositional activity,
initiated by a group of leading intellectuals and expelled reform communists centred around
Charter 77, was clearly shaped by the specific conditions of ‘normalization’, and the
resulting spiritual, moral and political crisis in society.

The Czechoslovak opposition in the 1970s and 1980s clearly defined the political
system against which it struggled as totalitarian, albeit an evolved totalitarianism lacking
some of the attributes of a classical totalitarian dictatorship. The mass terror and the
demands for mass participation of the Stalinist era had been abandoned, and 'normalized’
Czechoslovakia presented a quiet and stable facade - what Havel has described as the quiet
of the graveyard.! Fear no longer had to be reinforced by show trials and executions, but
was maintained by more subtle means - the all pervasive state police and the threat of loss
of livelihood or education, or of lengthy spells in jail. In his analysis of totalitarian
dictatorships Tesar notes:

"It might even be said that the cruelty of a dictatorship is a sign of its
imperfection: a perfectly functioning totalitarian dictatorship completely
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subjugates the whole of society without necessarily having to resort to any
excesses whatsoever".2

Revolutionary zeal had long since given way to stagnation and total ideological
bankruptcy, whilst all that was demanded of a citizen of 'normalized’ Czechoslovakia was
political apathy and indifference. Josef Vohryzek writes:

"The pre-1968 totalitarian regime in Czechoslovakia demanded that everyone act
in conformity with aims it laid down itself. Non-participation was an expression

of disagreement that weakened the totality...the totalitarianism of today has given
up its former goal, and now demands precisely the opposite: a total vacuum of

civic will, a perpetuum silentum, passivity and quiescence."3
Whilst the post-1968 system had thus evolved in several ways from the totalitarianism
of the fifties (Havel has called the post 1968 system "post-totalitarian4) the Czechoslovak
opposition, in their analyses of the system, still defined it as totalitarian, even, as Tesar has
suggested, as a 'perfected’ form of totalitarianism. Havel writes: "I do not wish to imply
by the prefix 'post-' that the system is no longer totalitarian; on the contrary, I mean that it
is totalitarian in a way fundamentally different from classical dictatorships, different from

totalitarianism as we usually understand it."3

In its analysis of the totalitarian system in Czechoslovakia, the opposition identifies
several important features which act as the pillars of this system, enabling it to maintain its
power and total control over society. In his 'Letter to Husak', Vaclav Havel argues that
fear is one of the main building blocks of the social structure. Everyone has something to
lose, whether it be loss of a job or a chance of promotion, loss of housing or travel
privileges, or loss of prospects for one's children's education, and it is within the power of
the regime to withhold any or all of these privileges. Fear is maintained by the vast
mechanism of the secret police, "the hideous spider whose invisible web runs right through
the whole of society".6 Milan Simecka describes the 'community of fear in which
everyone lives:

"It is a fear that derives from one's defenselessness vis-a-vis a social

organization, a total and very real power concentrated into an anonymous pinnacle
and then extending outward and downward like rays into the lower components

of the social structure."’
Another mechanism by which the totalitarian regime maintains itself is its use of

ideology. Havel identifies two central functions of ideology - as a means of ritual



communication within the system of power, and as a bridge of excuses between the regime
and the people. Miroslav Kusy writes of the 'real socialist man": "As an ideologist he has
taken over and almost perfected an Orwellian language designed to cloud over the negative
reality of real socialism and make it positive."8 Although bankrupt, ideology cannot be
abandoned, as it provides the official excuse - the idealized view of reality - from which the
regime claims its legitimacy.

The opposition also identifies state sanctioned consumerism as a method of control, the
abandonment of rights in return for material rewards inherent in the 'social contract'.
Consumer aspirations are encouraged at the expense of moral and spiritual values. Jiri
Ruml writes: "So long as citizens set no great store by honour, conscience, truth and
dignity, they have consumer socialism at an 'acceptable price." Havel concludes that, in
simplified terms, it could be said that the post-totalitarian system was built on foundations
laid by the historical encounter between dictatorship and the consumer society.10

The suppression of culture and the replacement of history with pseudo-history are also
important components of totalitarian control. Havel describes culture as the main
instrument of society's self-knowledge. A society robbed of cultural identity and memory
will more easily fall victim to total manipulation by the regime.

Central to the very nature of the totalitarian system is the role of the institutionalized lie.
The system demands that each individual must 'live within the lie'. As Havel points out,
the individual need not believe the lie, but must accept their life within it. Thus, like
Havel's Greengrocerll, each individual must participate in and perpetuate the lie, the
idealized view of reality expounded by the official ideology. The acceptance of this
institutionalized lie must be universal. Havel writes:

"The principle must embrace and permeate everything. There are no terms

whatsoever on which it can coexist with living within the truth, and therefore
everyone who steps out of line denies it in principle and threatens it in its

entirety."12
In characterizing the post 1968 totalitarian system in Czechoslovakia the opposition
emphasizes its absolute totality, its politicization of every sphere of life. Every area of
social life is brought under party control through the establishment of transmission belts.

Tesar notes:



"It is this mechanism that ultimately makes it practically possible to govern all of
society and all spheres of social life totally...in the totalitarian system this

mechanism replaces the entire rich structure that we call civil society..."13
Kusy sees the source of this total politicization of every aspect of life in the very
essence of the totalitarian regime.

"For what is specific about real socialism is that once it has started that kind of
idealization of reality, it cannot stop halfway, it cannot limit itself to only some

aspects or spheres of life, for that would undermine the entire result"14
Another aspect of this totality, central to the maintenance of the regime, is that each
citizen is required to be at least a partial collaborator with the regime. By accepting their life
within the lie, Havel argues, individuals confirm the system. The line of conflict between
life and the system runs through each person "...for everyone in his or her own way is
both a victim and a supporter of the system".15
These assessments of the fundamental nature of the totalitarian system in post-1968

Czechoslovakia provide an essential background to a study of the nature of opposition to
that system. The characteristics which the opposition identifies as being central to the
totalitarian system - the universality of 'living within the li¢', the elimination of cultural
identity and historical memory, political apathy as a pillar of the system, and the role of
each individual in the maintenance of that system - are central points of departure for the
Czechoslovak opposition. ‘Living within the truth' gains its crucial political significance
from the regime's need to maintain the universality of 'living within the lie'. Hence the
opposition's emphasis on moral and spiritual values as their fundamental starting point.
Similarly, the creation of an independent cultural life is a direct response and political
challenge to a regime which attempts the total suppression of culture. Perhaps most
significantly, it is the very totality of the regime which empowers individuals and gives
disproportionate political significance to individual acts of independence. Any breach in the
regime's totality, the opposition argues, threatens to weaken and undermine the whole
system. This is fundamental to the nature of the Charter, which is based not on the power
of a mass movement, but on the political significance of individual challenges to the totality
of lies and fear. Havel writes:

"As long as living a lie is not confronted with living the truth, the perspective

needed to expose its mendacity is lacking. As soon as the alternative appears,

however, it threatens the very existence of appearance and living a lie in terms of
what they are, both their essence and their all inclusiveness. And at the same
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time, it is utterly unimportant how large a space this alternative occupies: its
power does not consist in its physical attributes but in the light it casts on those

pillars of the system and on its unstable foundations."16

This thesis presents a study of the politics of the Czechoslovak opposition from the
time of the Charter's inception in 1977 until the end of 1988 when the Charter began to be
superseded by more directly political organizations in the pre-revolutionary period.

The thesis concentrates on the political ideas, values and conceptions of the
Czechoslovak opposition. It examines the political and philosophical foundations of the
opposition, and the political alternatives which it articulates. A detailed analysis of other
areas of independent activity, such as the rapidly developing alternative culture, or the role
of Christianity within the opposition, would thus be beyond the scope of this thesis.
Cultural activity is examined in relation to the concept of 'parallelism', and Christian
activity in relation to the political formulations of the Catholic Vaclav Benda.

The thesis is divided into three sections. Section one examines Charter 77 itself. The
Charter came into being in 1977 as a demand for the observation of human rights as
enshrined in the International Covenants. This section examines the political implications
of the demand for human rights, and also of the offer of a dialogue. However, from the
beginning the Charter was more than simply a human rights monitoring group, and its
evolution over the period from 1977 to 1988 saw a substantial increase in the scope and
influence of Charter 77 activity. Firstly, the Charter has produced an extensive range of
official documents addressing a diverse variety of political, social and economic concermns.
Charter documents have presented political critiques of the problems of the existing system,
and also have proposed solutions to several pressing social and economic problems, often
through the publication of discussion documents. Secondly, the Charter itself has
developed into an independent alternative community, and has created a space for
independent expression to thrive. In this sense the Charter has introduced a new, non-
traditional element to oppositional activity. It does not seek to directly replace or bring
down the political system, but to change the realities of life within that system, through the

development of an alternative community governed by alternative forms of behaviour.



Thus the Charter does not simply voice political demands, but has created an alternative
model of political and social behaviour. Hence Vaclav Havel asks:
"...are not these informal, non-bureaucratic, dynamic and open communities that

comprise the 'parallel polis' a kind of rudimentary prefiguration, a symbolic
model of those more meaningful 'post-democratic’ political structures that might

become the foundation of a better society?"17
Thirdly, the Charter is an expression of several fundamental political and philosophical
conceptions which most Chartists hold in common and which govern their activity. These
include: the importance of morality in politics, the philosophical belief in the "supreme
moral foundation of all things political"; the role of citizens initiatives, and the belief that
change is only possible 'from below'; and an emphasis on the individual and the need for
the emancipation of the individual citizen and society as a whole from control by the state,
through the renewal of a free civil society.
Section two presents an analysis of the political groupings which make up the 'parallel’
political life in Czechoslovakia. Skilling and Precan noted in 1981:
"There is at present no chance of developing any kind of real alternative or parallel
politics in the form of political parties, programmes or an organized opposition.
Beneath the surface of public life, however, a surrogate, narrow and
circumscribed, has appeared in the crystallization of embryonic political
tendencies, the expression of diverse ideological or philosophical standpoints,
and the conduct of debate among their advocates."18
These political tendencies or groupings encompass a wide spectrum of political
thought, from the Trotskyist revolutionary ideas of Petr Uhl, to the ideological
conservatism of Vaclav Benda. What they share in common, as distinct from many within
the opposition as a whole, is a belief in 'politics', and in the necessity and value of
formulating political alternatives to the existing system. These individuals and groupings
have kept the traditional plurality of political life alive in Czechoslovakia, in circumstances
where the regime tries to eliminate 'politics' altogether and replace it with its own
monolithic and lifeless order.
Section three examines the increasingly important international orientation of the
Czechoslovak opposition. The section concentrates on three major aspects of this emphasis
on international concerns. Firstly, the development of East European solidarity through a

series of meetings and joint declarations between the Czechoslovak opposition and the

opposition in Poland, Hungary and elsewhere, stemming from a desire to overcome the

10



'iron curtains' which separate the societies and opposition movements in Eastern Europe.
Secondly, the dialogue between the Czechoslovak opposition and the Western peace
movements, and the debate over the interpretation of the term peace. And thirdly, the
important debate which took place in the mid 1980s, centred around the Prague Appeal,
promoting the idea of the reunification of Europe and the need to overcome the post war

geo-political status quo.

There follows some brief background information on the individual Chartists referred
to most frequently throughout this thesis:

Jan Patocka.

Patocka was an influential philosopher with a large following, especially amongst
youth. He was never involved in politics, and in 1968 supported reforms in his own
academic sphere. In 1977 he became one of the first three spokesmen for Charter 77. In
his essays examining the nature and aims of Charter 77 he emphasized the moral
foundation of all political action. Patocka died on March 13, 1977, following a lengthy
police interrogation.

Vaclav Havel.

Vaclav Havel was an active proponent of reform in 1968, and at that time advocated the
creation of a two-party political model. An influential playwright and essayist, Havel was
never a member of any political party and is not associated closely with any of the political
groupings which developed within the opposition in the 1980s. He was one of the first
three spokesmen for Charter 77. His essay "The power of the powerless' presented an
influential study of the relationship between morality and politics.

Jiri Hajek.

Hajek was active in the Social Democratic Youth in the 1930s and was imprisoned
during the German occupation from 1940-45. He joined the Communist Party in 1948.
He was Minister of Education from 1965-68 and was appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs
in 1968, but resigned after the invasion. He is one of the leading figures in the reform
communist grouping which developed within the opposition in the 1970s and 1980s.

Jaroslav Sabata.
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Sabata joined the Communist Party in 1947 and became head of the Department of
Psychology at the Prukyne University in Brno in 1964. In 1968 he was elected to the
Central Committee at the 14th underground Party Congress. A vocal opponent of the
Moscow Protocols, he was expelled from the party in 1971. An independent communist,
he cannot be closely associated with the reform communist grouping. He frequently
emphasizes the need for dialogue with the political authorities and the importance of
relations with the peace movement.

Ladislav Hejdanek.

Hejdanek worked at the Philosophical Institute of the Czechoslovak Academy of
Sciences in 1968, but was dismissed in March 1971. He is an active member of the
Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethren. He is a non-communist socialist , and is not
associated with any of the political groupings which emerged in the 1970s and 80s. For
many years he organized an unofficial philosophical seminar in Prague.

Petr Uhl.

Uhl was active in founding the Revolutionary Youth Movement in 1968 and later
founding the Revolutionary Socialist Party. A revolutionary Marxist, Uhl advocates the
revolutionary overthrow of the existing bureaucratic dictatorship and the establishment of a
system of social self-mamagement. He was a co-founder of VONS (The Committee to
Defend the Unjustly Prosecuted) and edited Informace o Charte since 1978.

Zdenek Mlynar.

Mlynar was a Secretary to the Central Committee and a close associate of Alexander
Dubcek in 1968. He was expelled from the Party in 1970. Mlynar was the leading figure
in the reform communist grouping until his emigration in March 1977.

Miroslav Kusy.

Kusy was one of the few Slovaks prominent in the Charter. He was head of the
Ideological Department of the Slovak communist Party in 1968-9. He was expelled from
the party in 1970. Kusy advocates a more organized and more political role for Charter 77
and its development into a socialist movement with an alternative socialist programme.

Vaclav Benda.
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Benda graduated from the Philosophical Faculty of Charles university. Benda is an
active lay Catholic and has written several essays advocating a major political role for
Czech Catholics in the political revival process in Czechoslovakia. He supports
conservative political values and rejects both communism and socialism.

Rudolf Battek.

Between 1965-9 Battek worked at the Institute of Sociology of the Czechoslovak
Academy of Sciences. In 1968 he was one of the founders of the Club of Committed Non-
Party Members (KAN). He has never been a member of any political party. He is a leading
figure in the independent socialist grouping and was a co-founder of VONS.

Jan Tesar.

Tesar was a member of the Historical Institute until his dismissal in 1969. He was a
former member of the Communist Party, but was associated with the independent socialist
grouping in the 1970s. He was a co-founder of VONS. In 1980 he went into exile in West

Germany.
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THE CHARTER
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THE PHILOSOPHICAL IDEAS BEHIND CHARTER 77:
PATOCKA AND HAVEL

The values and ideas which lay behind the Charter 77 movement did not develop
suddenly or in isolation, but were an expression of recurring themes in Czechoslovak
political and philosophical thinking. Several values which were emphasized by the Charter
and manifested in Chartist activity had their roots in ongoing discussions about the role of
the individual and the crisis of modern humanity. In particular the roots of the Chartist
emphasis on individual responsibility (both for oneself and for the world), its moral and
spiritual foundation, its rejection of consumer values in favour of concern for environment,
culture and the human spirit, and its emphasis on the need to sacrifice oneself for higher
values, can be found in the philosophy and philosophical ideas of two of its founding
spokesmen - Jan Patocka and Vaclav Havel.

The philosopher Jan Patocka (1907-1977) was an influential force behind the founding
of Charter 77, and his philosophical essays, with their message of hope and belief that the
human spirit, even in a situation of extreme hopelessness, can be saved, and can thus save
the world, were widely read in intellectual circles. Patocka was influenced by the writings
of Masaryk, Husserl and Heidegger.

Havel, in turn, was influenced by Patocka, among other philosophers, and often writes
on similar themes to those explored by Patocka - the importance of the 'natural world',
individual human responsibility and sacrifice, and the crisis of modern society. Havel
makes no claims to be a philosopher, although his essays 'The power of the powerless',
'Politics and conscience' and particularly his collection of letters from prison, Letters to
Olga', frequently elaborate on philosophical themes. Havel writes: "I'm no philosopher
and it is not my ambition to construct a conceptually fixed system".! He thus uses
terminology in a non-rigorous, 'eclectic' fashion, and does not look to any one all
encompassing 'world view' or philosophical set of beliefs to provide all the answers.
Indeed, he is sceptical of any formulation which offers easy pre-set solutions, seeing a

complete understanding of the 'order of Being' as too elusive, and requiring constant
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mental struggle.2 He adds: "I have neither the education nor the experience to be a true
philosopher."3

The central underlying theme in the writings of both Patocka and Havel is a belief that
modern humanity is in a state of crisis, what Havel calls a 'crisis of human identity'4, a
theme also explored in the writings of T. Masaryk. Patocka writes:

"Humankind today, torn by ideologies and discontented amid affluence, looks
fervently and feverishly for solutions to ever new technologies. Its reliance on

the power of politics and of the state is no less a part of this."3

Similarly Havel writes of:
"...the crisis of contemporary technological society as a whole...
Technology...is out of humanity's control, has ceased to serve us, has enslaved

us and compelled us to participate in the preparation of our own destruction. And
humanity can find no way out : we have no idea and no faith, and even less do we

have a political conception to help us bring things back under human control."6
For Havel, in essence, the source of this crisis of modern civilization is to be found in

modem science and technology. The values of the age of science - rationalism and
objectivism - have alienated mankind from his 'rootedness' in the 'natural world'. The pre-
scientific values emanating from mans rootedness in the natural world include, according to
Havel, an emphasis on actual personal experience ( a "personal 'pre-objective’ experience
of the lived world"7 ), a sense of personal responsibility and conscience, an acceptance of
mystery, and above all, a belief in absolute moral values, in an absolute 'horizon' which
gives meaning to life.

"The natural world, in virtue of its very being, bears within it the presupposition

of the absolute which grounds, delimits, animates and directs it, without which it
would be unthinkable, absurd and superfluous, and which we can only quietly

respect."8

Modern science and rationalism has torn mankind away from his rootedness in this
natural world, banished myth, mystery and the existence of a moral absolute. As a result
of this alienation, man has lost his sense of responsibility and conscience, his belief in
good and evil: "Man has rejected his responsibility as a subjective illusion."9

Havel points to two main symptoms of this crisis of man in the scientific age -
destruction of the environment and consumerism.

Havel sees environmental pollution not simply as a technological problem which can

have a technological solution (eg. filters on factory chimneys), but as a symptom of mans
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alienation from the 'natural world' - his loss of respect for the forces of nature and loss of
feeling of responsibility for his natural environment. Havel sees the environmental

problems of North Bohemia as resulting from "...a crisis of our experience of the absolute
horizon" which "inevitably leads to a crisis in the intrinsic responsibility that man has to
and for the world".10

The second symptom, consumerism, is also emphasized by Patocka, who writes of the
"..soul-corroding unidimensionality of consumerism." Havel sees consumerism as a
process by which man's moral and spiritual degeneration is guaranteed. Materialism, self-
interest, and the everyday preoccupations of a consumer lifestyle ensure that man will be
enslaved by his own concerns and become an easy target for the manipulations of the 'post-
totalitarian' system.

"Is it not true that the far-reaching adaptability to living a lie and the effortless

spread of social auto-totality have some connection with the general unwillingness
of consumption-oriented people to sacrifice some material certainties for the sake

of their own spiritual and moral integrity."11
An important aspect of this perceived ‘crisis of humanity' is that it is not a function of
any particular political system, but is common throughout the modern world. Thus it is not
a disease of the East in particular, and in fact Havel argues that it was 'exported' to the East
from Western Europe. He argues that the West provided and even forced on the world all
that has become the basis of impersonal power - natural science, rationalism, the industrial
revolution, the cult of consumption, the atomic bomb and Marxism12, He sees the
totalitarian systems of the East as a "convex mirror of all modern civilization", an "avant-
garde of a global crisis of this civilization", which should act as a warning to the West. He
thus concludes that the way out of the crisis facing mankind lies not in any geo-political
solution, but in a world wide existential revolution which would succeed in reconstituting
the natural world - the world of personal experience, morality and responsibility - as the
"true terrain of politics".13
On occasion Havel expresses a fiercely anti-science viewpoint, depicting science and
technology as the root of all evil. In 'Letters to Olga' he writes:
"...our civilization, founded on a grand upsurge of science and technology, those

great intellectual guides on how to conquer the world at the cost of losing touch
with Being, transforms man its proud creator into a slave of his consumer needs,
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breaks him up into isolated functions, dissolves him in his existence in the
world..."14

Havel seems to hold an idealized view of the pre-scientific age, ignoring any benefits of
scientific progress and instead looking back to, and perhaps hoping to recapture, some
idyllic pastoral past. In his essay 'Politics and conscience’, however, he argues that he is
not proposing that mankind prohibit science and return to the middle ages, but simply that it
should recognize the source of the crisis of modern civilization: "The fault is not one of
science as such but of the arrogance of man in the age of science. Man simply is not God,

and playing God has cruel consequences."13

Both Havel and Patocka see the solution to this crisis of humanity in a renewed belief in
a moral absolute. In his essay "The obligation to resist injustice' Patocka writes:
"Humankind needs to be convinced of the unconditional validity of principles
which are..."sacred", valid for all humans and at all times...we need, in other

words, something that in its very essence is not technological, something that is
not merely instrumental: we need a morality that is not merely tactical and

situational but absolute."16
For Havel, this moral absolute is to be found in what he calls his 'absolute horizon'.
"We must honour with the humility of the wise the bounds of that natural world

and the mystery which lies beyond them, admitting that there is something in the
order of being which evidently exceeds all our competence; relating ever again to

the absolute horizon of our existence."17

This horizon is abstract, concealed and beyond human understanding, but at the same
time it is a certain and lasting presence giving meaning to life, a framework against which
all human activities may be judged. "It is final and absolute...the horizon which - as the
metaphysical vanishing point of life, defining its meaning - many experience as God".18

It is interesting to note that both Patocka and Havel, whilst advocating faith in a moral
absolute, and occasionally expressing this absolute in terms of 'God', are not believing
Christians, and do not find the solution to their spiritual quest in any established religion,
but rather in philosophical concepts. Kohak has described Patocka as a "deeply religious
yet unbelieving man"19, and I believe that this aptly applies to Havel as well. The absolute
horizon which, for Havel, gives meaning to his life, is highly abstract in form. In Letters

to Olga' he writes: "...Istill can't talk of God in this connection: God, after all, is one who
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rejoices, rages, loves, desires to be worshipped: in short, he behaves too much like a
person for me."20

For Havel, the question of faith is an important one. This is clearly not faith ina
particular religion or set of beliefs, but the faith each individual has that life has meaning,
that there are some spiritual and moral values which exist on a higher plane, which are
absolute and all encompassing. Opposed to this 'order of life', characterized by a longing
for meaning and an "experience of the mystery of Being", Havel sees an evil, dark
alternative, the ‘order of death’, characterized by indifference, fear of mystery, uniformity,
boredom, and the order of the graveyard, in which man is conceived as "a cybernetic unit
without free will." The existence of faith is what determines which shall be victorious - the
‘order of life' or the 'order of death'.

"...faith, with its profound assumption of meaning, has its natural antithesis in
the experience of nothingness; they are interrelated and human life is in fact a

constant struggle for our souls waged by these two powers."21

For both Patocka and Havel, the most important manifestation of this belief in a higher
moral absolute is to be found in individual human responsibility. Patocka sees the
"assumption of responsibility in freedom" as the "authentic alternative” to mindless
consumerism.22 He argues that in order to attain this level of responsibility and freedom, a
citizen must first be 'shaken’, by some catastrophe or shock, out of the shackles of his
everyday concerns. Havel does not apparently subscribe to this shock theory, instead
seeing the struggle between responsibility and indifference - between faith and lack of faith
- as taking place constantly within each individual. Havel though, like Patocka, does
emphasise the importance of transcendence - of going beyond the world of everyday
concerns and preoccupations. In 'Letters to Olga' he writes:

"Everything meaningful in life...is distinguished by a certain transcendence of
individual human existence - beyond the limits of mere "self-care” - toward other

people, toward society, toward the world".23
For Havel, the assumption of individual responsibility is directly linked to the belief in
an absolute horizon. He argues that human responsibility is not simply a question of a
man's relationship with other people, with society or with the world. Nor is it simply a

result of a person's education, or his conscience. Human responsibility, Havel argues, is
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thus not merely the relationship of something relative to something else relative, but of
something relative (mankind), to that which defines it - the omnipresent absolute horizon.
It is the assumption of human responsibility - as an expression of man's relationship to
his absolute horizon - which, Havel argues, is the source of human identity. Human
responsibility is the "fundamental point from which all identity grows".
"...as an ability or a determination or a perceived duty of man to vouch for

himself completely, absolutely and in all circumstances...human responsibility is
precisely the agent by which one first defines oneself as a person vis-a-vis the

universe, that is, as the miracle of being that one is."24

It is this belief in the importance of individual responsibility which was the driving
force behind the foundation of the Charter. Havel writes in 1982 of the meaning of Charter
77: "I am responsible for the state of the world. After all, that is what we meant five years
ago..."25

This emphasis is not a new one in Czechoslovak thought. Kohak points out that
Patocka's emphasis on responsibility in freedom is in line with Masaryk's belief in moral
maturity as the fundamental meaning of being human, a belief echoed in Havel's equation
of human responsibility with human identity.

The assumption of responsibility by the powerless in the circumstances of a totalitarian
dictatorship is thus not simply a selfless act of altruism or a foolish act of suicide, but an
attempt to assert one's own human identity, emanating from one's relationship to a higher
moral absolute.

An integral aspect of the need for responsibility and transcendence, which is
emphasized by both Patocka and Havel, is the importance of sacrifice. Patocka writes:
"...people today are once again aware that there are things that are worth suffering for, that
the things for which one might suffer for are the ones that are worth living for."26

"

Havel similarly emphasizes the importance of sacrifice, of man's "...ability personally
to guarantee something that transcends him and so to sacrifice, in extremis, even life itself
to that which makes life meaningful."27 Havel argues that without the horizon of the
ultimate sacrifice, all sacrifice becomes senseless, and everything loses its worth and its

meaning. The result is a "philosophy of sheer negation of our humanity".28
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Here we can see the philosophical root of Havel's disagreements with the peace
movement and its emphasis on safeguarding human life above all. Havel argues that it is
better to die for the right cause than to surrender to a safe life without meaning.

Both Patocka and Havel, it should be noted, have 'practiced what they preached' on the

subject of the importance of individual sacrifice.

The Charter always emphasized, above all else, its moral imperative. From this survey
of the philosophical ideas of two of its founders, it is possible to gain a better
understanding of the source of this moral imperative. Both Patocka and Havel subscribe to
ideas close to those expressed by Christianity, but the source of these beliefs is not any
specific religious conviction, but a profound faith in a philosophical concept - the existence
of a moral absolute. Their actions are based on the belief that the problems of
Czechoslovakia - indifference, apathy, alienation - are not caused by the totalitarian system,
but rather, that the converse is true. The solution to the ‘crisis of humanity', which is a
spiritual, not a political crisis, is a return to a rootedness in the natural world and a pre-
speculative belief in an absolute horizon.

Thus Havel sees the essential question which will determine the fate of Eastern Europe,
and Europe as a whole, not as that of a political choice between socialism and capitalism:

"“The question is wholly other, deeper and equally relevant to all; whether we
shall, by whatever means, succeed in reconstituting the natural world as the true
terrain of politics, rehabilitating the personal experience of human beings as the
initial measure of things, placing morality above politics and responsibility above

our desires...responsible to oneself because we are bound to something higher,
and capable of sacrificing something, in extreme cases even everything...for the

sake of that which gives life meaning."2?
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HUMAN RIGHTS

The Charter 77 Declaration defines the Charter as an "open community of people of
different convictions, different faiths and different professions united by the will to strive,
individually and collectively, for the respect of civic and human rights in our own country
and throughout the world." This chapter will examine the origins of this human rights
orientation, its scope and implications, the reason for its broad appeal, the differing
interpretation and emphasis placed on human rights by various groups and individuals

within the Charter, and finally the international context of the human rights issue.

Background to the adoption of the human rights issue

A combination of factors, both internal and external, accounted for the growing
significance of the human rights issue for the Czechoslovak opposition during the 1970s,
and the eventual creation of the Charter with its commitment to the struggle for human
rights and legality.

Developments in Czechoslovakia were clearly influenced by developments in other
countries of the Eastern bloc, in particular the Soviet Union and Poland. The developments
in the Soviet Union from the late 1960s, with the espousal of human rights by the
Democratic Movement, influenced the way in which the human rights issue was viewed in
Eastern Europe. According to Janos Kis:

"The flourishing of Soviet samizdat around the turn of the decade, and of the

movements that congealed around it...suggested that...it was already possible to
make human and civil rights into a public issue, and that the state was becoming

more sensitive to the pressure of public opinion."]

Another international factor which influenced the growth of the human rights
movements was the process of detente in general, and Helsinki and the International
Covenants on Human Rights in particular. Not only did these developments place the
problem of human rights on the international agenda and make the observation of human
rights in Czechoslovakia a legitimate international concern, exposing the Czechoslovak
human rights record to Western public opinion, they also served to provide a formal legal

and legitimizing basis for criticisms of the regime, whilst at the same time exposing the gulf
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between what the Czechoslovak authorities endorsed on an international level, and what
they permitted at home.

The human rights issue also gained impetus due to significant internal factors. Firstly,
the suppression of human rights during normalization brought their importance home to all
members of the opposition. Mlynar argues that it was a "paradoxical achievement” of
normalization that it forced the ex-communists expelled from power after 1968 to appreciate
the basic importance of human rights and the inseparability of civic and political rights.2
The importance of human rights as a prerequisite for any other action was understood by all
members of the opposition as a result of their daily experiences. Secondly, the failure of
attempts to formulate specific political programmes and create oppositional organizations
encouraged the adoption of human rights as a basic, non-programmatic point of departure.
Thirdly, the very plurality of the Charter itself led naturally to the adoption of the human
rights issue as the single common denominator. The immediate stimulus for the creation of
the Charter came from the encoding into Czechoslovak law, and the subsequent publishing,
of the International Covenants on Human Rights, and at the same time the clear violation of
those rights by the Czechoslovak regime in its persecution of the Plastic People of the
Universe.

As this brief survey shows (these factors are covered at length in existing literature3)
the crystallization of the opposition around the issue of human rights was the result of a
combination of internal and external factors, in part a natural result of the dissidents'
experiences and frustrations under normalization, and in part a response to international
stimuli.

Petr Uhl presents an interesting outline of what he sees as the combination of factors
which led to the adoption by the opposition of the human rights issue:

"It wasn't even a choice, rather a logical culmination of preceding activities and
events; the joint co-operation of the political opposition, Christians and the
cultural underground in defending the Plastic People, the release of political
prisoners, the growing significance of Amnesty International, discussion about
the conclusion of the Helsinki Conference, about the development of so-called

Eurocommunism and about the course of the Berlin Conference, and especially
the fact that Czechoslovakia ratified the two International Covenants on Human

Rights."4
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There is little discussion in the mainstream Charter documents about the philosophical
and historical origins of the human rights issue. Hejdanek does address this question and
appeals for a debate on the subject. In his contribution to the 'Informace o Charte' debate
he writes: "This struggle for the practical application of the idea of human and civil rights
needs first of all a clarification of what exactly these rights are, what their idea is based on
and in what they are ultimately anchored.">

He argues that the principle that the Charter is not linked to any particular ideology must
apply to the concept of the idea of human rights which is historically tied up to the
philosophy of natural law. "This does not mean purging the concept of human rights of its
philosophical connotations, but consistently keeping alive a dialogue about the deepest
sources of individual and collective rights."

Elsewhere Hejdanek expands on the nature of human rights. He rejects the concept of
natural human rights and freedoms and argues:

"Man does not assert his rights and freedoms...as some natural gift, as a part of

the equipment he brings with him into this world, but actually as a response to a
challenge, an answer to a plea that he occasionally encounters, and can also

overlook, if he is too concentrated on himself and his own opportunities..."6
Other Chartists stress the Christian sources of the struggle for human rights. Seven
Czech Evangelical pastors, in a letter expressing their support of Charter 77, emphasize
what they see as the spiritual basis of the human rights question.
"The question of human rights...has grown from spiritual roots which go back to
the Reformation and the non-conformist movement in the church of the Anglo-

Saxon world. These subjects are very close to us, together with the emphasis of
our Reformation on the free preaching of God's Word and the idea of religious

tolerance."”

Others stress the development of the principle of the equality of rights in the
Enlightenment, the American Declaration of Independence and the socialist movement of
the 19th century.8

In general, all human rights contained in the International Covenants are accepted as a
whole. As arule, Chartists do not draw distinctions between more or less desirable human
rights. Some rights are stressed more frequently than others, for example the right to
freedom of expression and belief, but the indivisibility of all human rights is generally

emphasized. However the Marxist Petr Uhl does present a critique of specific human
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rights which he considers undesirable. In his essay "'Human rights and political revolution'
Uhl frankly states: "I must confess that for example in the UN General Declaration on
Human Rights...there is one point which I don't like at all: the right to the private
ownership of the means of production."8

He argues that if the owners of the means of production are neither the workers, nor
people with whom the workers can deal freely, "...then such ownership of the means of
production is certainly a racket and I cannot support it." This, he argues, extends also to
the monopolistic ownership of the means of production by people other than the workers,

which is then passed off as socialism, as is the case in Czechoslovakia.

The appeal and interpretation of the struggle for human rights

The defence of human rights may seem a rather narrow and limiting base for activity,
involving simply an appeal to the regime to abide by its own laws and a series of
legalistically phrased protests when human rights are violated. In fact, however, the
struggle for human rights, as interpreted by the Charter, proved to be a remarkably broad,
flexible and appealing base for a variety of activities and outlooks.

Several factors account for the broad appeal of the human rights issue. Firstly, the
principle of legality was accepted as the starting point for all 'dissident’ activity. The
Charter both operated legally - openly rather than clandestinely - and appealed to the laws.
Havel explains this emphasis on legality as resulting partly from the realization of the
futility of any attempt at open revolt in the "soporific" conditions of normalized
Czechoslovak society, partly as a rejection of the notion of violent change per se - the
sacrifice of human lives for some abstract political vision - and partly through an
understanding of the way the law functions in a 'post-totalitarian' society.? Havel
describes the law as providing both a "bridge of excuses" between the system and
individuals, functioning in the same way as ideology, and also as an "essential instrument
of ritual communication" providing a common language and a formal code to bind the
power structure together. "Without the legal code functioning as a ritually cohesive force,

the post totalitarian system could not exist."10
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It is because the law plays such a vital role for the functioning of the regime, Havel
argues, that appeals to the law on the part of the opposition have such enormous
significance.

"Because the system cannot do without the law, because it is hopelessly tied
down by the necessity of pretending the laws are observed, it is compelled to

react in some way to such appeals... over and over again such appeals make the
purely ritualistic nature of the law clear to society and to those who inhabit its

power structures."11
Chartists emphasize that change brought about by non-legalistic methods - violent
change - is not necessarily change for the better, as it is not rooted in responsible, active
citizenship. The legalism of the Charter is based on a desire for constructive, deep-rooted
change without the sort of violent disruption that can open the door for a new type of
tyranny. Vohryzek writes:
"This legalism does not merely make a virtue out of necessity; its background lies
deep in the national experience. A violent coup d'etat...could just as easily
replace the mass discrimination of today with a new wave of discrimination that

would only deepen the social degeneration. The purpose of Charter 77 is to
oppose this degeneration, which is a result of the apathy of those who do not

demand their rights."12
A second factor explaining the appeal of the human rights issue was that the defence of
human rights involved practical action on a basic human level - the defence of persecuted
individuals, solidarity with their families etc. Uhl regards this concrete help and solidarity
as the most significant aspect of the strategic struggle for human rights, leading also to a
heightened sense of critical awareness, and he views the work of VONS very positively.13

Havel also emphasizes this aspect of the appeal for human rights, describing it as: "...an
attitude that turns away from abstract political visions of the future towards concrete human
beings and ways of defending them effectively in the here and now..."14

The appeal of human rights was also in large part a result of the heterogeneous nature
of the Czechoslovak opposition. It was an issue that could unite people of different
political outlooks and those who held no political views because it was essentially non-
ideological. The respect of human rights can be seen as an ultimate criterion against which
all political systems can be judged. In this sense it is ‘above' politics - it can supersede both

left-right and East-West divisions and have universal applicability. Hejdanek argues that it

is this universal aspect of the human rights issue which gives it much of its significance.
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"Charter 77...represents, above all for the future, an important base and platform
for all public activity, and the political profile of individual personalities,
movements, organizations or political parties can in future be measured only by
their readiness, in theory and practice, to respect, defend and apply all human and
civil rights... This aspect of Charter 77 in its significance transcends national

boundaries and represents a suitable basis even for international relations."15
Defence of human rights and legality also appealed to a heterogeneous opposition
because it could be characterized as constructive and positive criticism of the regime, rather
than negative or oppositional dissent. This was a point especially emphasized by some of
the former communists within the Charter. Hajek writes of the Charter:
"It is a reminder to all...that it is not essential...to limit one's options to the

alternatives of obedient conformity (real or feigned) and negation (expressed or
real). It offers another, third way: the path of constructive criticism and legal

debate."16

Similarly, the October 1977 letter to Husak from the Charter emphasizes that;

"...the critique it sets forth is not destructive, but highly constructive, since it is
directed against the violation of constitutional and legal rights of
citizens...Revealing shortcomings is often linked with positive proposals and
suggestions as to how to overcome and eliminate these defects."17

This interpretation of the demand for human rights as simply 'constructive criticism’,
however, comes into conflict with different interpretations of what the full application of
human rights would mean for the survival of the regime, as will be shown later.

The demand that the regime abides by its own laws and respects human rights
declarations may seem to be a very narrow base for activity, but in fact it was interpreted by
the Charter fairly broadly. From the beginning Chartists made it clear that their struggle for
human rights would involve criticism not just of violations of human rights, but also of the
underlying systemic causes of these violations. The initial Charter 77 declaration, for
example, contains a critical analysis of a major aspect of the system of government which
lies behind the human rights violations.

"One instrument for the curtailment or, in many cases, complete elimination of

many civic rights is the system by which all national institutions and organizations
are in effect subject to political directives from the apparatus of the ruling party

and to decisions made by powerful individuals."18
The declaration makes clear the wide scope of the Charter's role in the defence of
human rights - it seeks to 'promote the general public interest', draw attention to individual
cases, and also suggest solutions and submit "other proposals of a more general character

aimed at reinforcing such rights and their guarantees".
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Significantly, the Charter characterizes itself as a ‘community' striving for the respect
of human rights, rather than simply a committee monitoring human rights violations. The
fact that the Charter is a living community enriches the scope of its basic commitment to
human rights. It becomes not only a pressure group for the implementation of human
rights, but creates a space, a community in which human rights are practiced - an area of
free expression, debate and participation. Also it encouraged further developments outside
the bounds of the Charter itself, which pursue aspects of human rights further, both
through the development of parallelism, especially in cultural fields (Hejdanek emphasizes
the importance of the role of cultural workers for the human rights movement; "...without
such eminently important mediation, human rights groups will remain relatively isolated
and on the fringe of events most of the time."1%) and through the work of VONS,
concentrating on practical support for persecuted individuals and their families.

Two concepts which are frequently voiced by Chartists and can be identified as Charter
concerns tie in closely with the human rights question. Firstly, Chartists frequently stress
that each individual shares responsibility for the state of the nation. The Charter is a call to
active citizenship, a call to each individual to reject apathy and indifference and take up his
responsibility personally by demanding his rights. This sense of co-responsibility for the
observance of human rights is a driving force behind the Charter. The initial declaration

states: "...everyone bears his share of responsibility for the conditions that prevail and
accordingly also for the observance of legally enshrined agreements, binding upon all
citizens as well as upon governments."20
Secondly, the assertion of human rights is linked by several Chartists with the question
of the place of the individual in relation to the state. Hejdanek expounds this theme in his
essay 'Prospects for democracy and socialism in Eastern Europe'. He writes: "Society
must gradually overcome its enthrallment by a state which seeks...to achieve total
domination of the life of society as a whole and of every individual down to the last
detail."21 He argues that the original role of human rights in this field must be expanded:
"The purpose of human rights campaigns was, at the outset, to establish the
bounds beyond which all state and government intervention ceases to be
legitimate and legal: in short, to prevent the political enslavement of the citizen. It

has turned out that the defence of civil and human rights must be looked at in a
much wider sense."
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Hejdanek argues that the human rights struggle must be extended to free the citizen
from economic and social dependence, through the emancipation of civil society from state
domination, including the emancipation of the workplace, decentralization, and the
separation of culture, education, information etc. from the state.

Hajek also links the struggle for human rights with the need to defend the individual,
not only from the arbitrary rule of the state, but also from other factors over which
individuals, and even governments, currently have no control, for example environmental,
social and technological problems. Writing about the significance of the International Pacts
on Human Rights he argues:

"...this is not just a matter of observing the letter of these documents: By its very
existence and activity, Charter services to remind state authorities, the public and
every fellow citizen, of a very simple idea...the idea that any reasonable and just

arrangement of society should never lose sight of the individual human being and
citizen, who in today's complex reality must retain a means of defence against

manipulation by the diverse factors of today's world"22
Both Hejdanek and Hajek, through their emphasis on the position of the individual in
relation to the state, extend, in different ways, the scope and implications of the concept of

human rights.

The scope and appeal of human rights is also broadened by the fact that the struggle for
human rights takes place on three different levels; individual, national, and international.
Firstly, it sets standards for relationships between individuals. It is a call for each
individual to behave morally in his private life, a point emphasized by Hejdanek who
stresses the individual obligation to observe and respect human rights in specific everyday
human relations. "Respect for human rights does not begin in public but in the home and
family."23 Secondly, on the national level, human rights provides a framework and even a
language for communication between citizens and the state authorities. The dialogue that
the Chartists desired did not come about, but a kind of dialogue takes place through this
common legal language - the Chartists criticize the regime on the basis of the law, the
regime prosecutes Chartists by citing the law, Chartists respond by citing the law in their
defence. Paragraphs of the law and articles of the constitution provide a common

language, if not a means of constructive communication or dialogue. Also on the national
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level the struggle for human rights is a call for active citizenship and the moral and cultural
regeneration of the nation. On the international level, the human rights issue facilitates
solidarity and co-operation with other human rights groups, East and West, regardless of
political boundaries. Helsinki and the International Pacts placed human rights firmly on the
international agenda, linking the observation of human rights with the detente process (a
linkage that had already been stressed by individuals within the Czechoslovak opposition).
The scope of human rights, therefore, ranges from the level of personal individual
behavior, to the level of international politics.

The struggle for human rights proved to be a very flexible framework for the Charter.
It can be viewed on several different levels depending on the different emphasis of
individual Chartists. Some Chartists see human rights fundamentally as a moral issue,
whilst others see it as part of a political struggle.

The most prominent exponent of the moral viewpoint was Jan Patocka, who described
human rights as "the supreme moral foundation of all things political."?4 The observance
of human rights and legality is an expression of the recognition of the supremacy of moral
over political considerations, and of the existence of a higher authority, on the part of both
individuals and states. Patocka argues:

"The concept of human rights is nothing but the conviction that states and society
as a whole also consider themselves to be subject to the sovereignty of moral

sentiment, that they recognize something unqualified above them...and that they
intend to contribute to this end with the power by which they create and ensure

legal norms."24

Other Chartists also stress the moral basis of human rights, but perhaps see the
connection between morality and legality as less automatic. Vaclav Havel, for example, in
his essay "The power of the powerless', does not see the implementation of human rights
and legality as an automatic recognition of the moral foundation of life, but instead warns
of the limitations of an exclusive appeal to legality without sufficient stress on morality and
human dignity. "Establishing respect for the law does not automatically ensure a better
life...the key to a humane, dignified, rich and happy life does not lie either in the
constitution or in the criminal code."25 He argues that the function of the law is merely to
limit or permit, it cannot by itself create a better life, and respect for the law alone is no

guarantee of quality of life. Havel concludes:
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"The struggle for what is called 'legality' must constantly keep this legality in
perspective... Without keeping one's eyes open to the real dimensions of life's
beauty and misery, and without a moral relationship to life, this struggle will
sooner or later come to grief on the rocks of some self-justifying system of
scholastics."

Ladislav Hejdanek also argues that the appeal to legality and human rights must be
accompanied by a broader moral renaissance than is inherent in the appeal to legality itself.
He writes of the need for: "...a profound spiritual renewal grounded firmly in the lives of
the widest sections of society. Without this, our efforts to achieve respect for inalienable
human rights...will soon founder."26

Other Chartists stress the political, rather than the moral, aspect of the human rights
question. The political implications of the struggle for human rights are interpreted
differently by different individuals and groupings within the Charter, and range from a
reformist to a revolutionary view of the political role of the human rights struggle. Most
politically oriented Chartists, however, with the exception of Miroslav Kusy, view the
struggle for human rights as the best strategy by which to bring about their long term aims,
whether these be the reform, transformation or overthrow of the existing political system.
Several basic contradictions emerge between the assessment by different Chartists of the
political significance and ramifications of the Charter's demand that the regime fulfil its
human rights obligations.

Contradictions and ambiguities are inherent in the whole question of the Charter’s 'non-
oppositional' demand for the respect of human rights. Firstly, the Charter appears to 'take
at its word' the regime's good will and intentions when it signed the International
Covenants, whilst the regime openly flouts all its promises. Secondly, whilst the Charter
claims to be non-oppositional, the issue of human rights has fundamental political
implications. Many of the human rights which the Charter demands would be impossible
for the regime to implement without changing its very nature and would involve
widespread transformations and reforms of the whole political system. These are problems
frequently addressed by Chartists. In his essay 'Paralelni Polis' Benda describes the
Charter as being in a schizophrenic position. On the one hand, he argues, everyone, across

all ideological differences, agrees on a very gloomy assessment of the current political

regime, whilst on the other hand: "...we behave as though we would not admit that the
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arguments of the political regime about its good intentions and legal regulations...are mere
propagandistic fig leaves."27
Benda concludes that this 'taking at its word', though a shrewd manoeuvre, cannot
have a mobilizing effect if it cannot bridge the gulf of this contradiction. Kusy also sees a
fundamental contradiction in the Charter's attitude to human rights. On the one hand the
Charter claims not to demand any changes, not to be a political opposition, whilst at the
same time its demand for the observance of human rights "threatens the very power base of
real socialism'"28
"To demand consistent adherence to socialist legality means that the law be set
above political programmes established by the ruling power clique, above
everything it does...Accepting this demand would thus mean voluntarily

undermining the foundations of their personal power, abdicating their privileged
positions as creators and holders of power, and as interpreters and enforcers of

the law."28
Kusy concludes that: "The Charter takes the regimes declarations and proclamations
seriously, something that neither the regime nor the nation does."
Vohryzek also points out the inherent contradictions in the Charter’s appeal to legalism:
"Charter 77 is merely a legal expression of the will to demand proper citizen's

rights; it is not an appeal to eliminate the power structures without which these
systemic illegalities would be no more than anomalous abuses which, lacking

deeper roots in Czechoslovakia, could therefore never have lasted so long."29
To understand how these contradictions are resolved and how Chartists of differing
political viewpoints assess the political implications of the demand for human rights, it is
useful to examine the arguments of three individual Chartists in some detail.
Petr Uhl emphasizes the political, the revolutionary, implications of the demand that
human rights be respected. In his essay 'Human rights and political revolution' he writes:
"Many signatories of Charter 77, the 'more political' ones, myself among them,
were in 1977 under the suspicion that they signed the Charter a little
insincerely...that they are not concerned about human rights, but rather about
political change...I am concerned about political changes, but nevertheless I

signed the Charter quite sincerely. By my thinking of course the full or at least
substantial assertion of human rights...is conditional on deep political (and social)

changes in Czechoslovakia and on an international scale."30
Uhl argues that the demand for human rights is a good and correct strategy in the
struggle against bureaucratic dictatorship in Czechoslovakia. Drawing attention publicly to
all the rights which are guaranteed by law, but in reality exist on paper only, has direct

impact on several levels. Firstly, either the authorities must yield to the demands, and thus
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facilitate further substantial breakthroughs against their monolithic power, or they will
refuse to yield, and thus the regime will demonstrate to Czechoslovakia and the world its
dishonesty, inability to develop, and its illegitimacy. Secondly, both citizens and those
within the power structures will watch the regime's action, and will realize the gulf between
declarations and their realization. Thus: "The critical outlook of people intensifies, their
consciousness grows, concern about social issues increases."30

Thirdly, the practical aid given to people in concrete cases of persecution creates an
important atmosphere of solidarity which, as we have seen earlier, Uhl feels is of vital
importance.

For Uhl, it is the very fact that the present political regime is unable to implement
human rights fully, coupled with the unceasing demand that it does so, that makes the
demand for human rights so revolutionary. In his essay 'On the need for a dialogue’ Uhl
argues that only the revolutionary transcendence of bureaucratic centralism can lead to the
full enjoyment of human rights, but that the demand for human rights under the existing
circumstances is not an illusion: "It is, on the contrary, the correct and...only way to bring
socialist ideals to a large number of people."31 It enables them to understand the true basis
of the political system. Uhl argues that the unceasing demand for human rights, which the
authorities cannot implement, forces the regime to demonstrate to the people that the
condition for the assertion of their everyday interests is the solution of other, universal
problems - ie. the contradictions of bureaucratic power - and that without their solution it is
not possible to ensure that human rights are implemented. Uhl concludes:

"So the scope of Charter 77's concern, and its method of permanently offering a

dialogue about human rights and legality, is the way to politicize still larger circles
of people, and this politicization is again the essential condition for the

revolutionary solution of universal political problems."3!

In his essay 'The place of dissidents on today's political map' Zdenek Mlynar also
argues that one of the apparent contradictions of the Charter's demand for human rights -
that it demands rights which the regime is unable to implement without undermining its
own position - is in fact the element which gives the demand for human rights great
political significance. He describes human rights as a "key political problem" from the

viewpoint of totalitarian political power. The basic principle of totalitarian power, he

36



argues, is the relationship between the authorities and the individual, in which the
individual is purely an object of manipulation and has no rights. If the totalitarian
authorities lose this ability to manipulate the individual, if they become subject to legal
norms and limits, then their very existence is threatened. At the same time, he argues,
totalitarian systems of the Soviet type are currently not in a position to admit this fact. For
internal and international reasons, these systems must claim that they recognize the equality
of civil rights for all citizens.

"The movement for the defence of human and civil rights makes this contradiction

of contemporary totalitarianism of the Soviet type visible...it brings it to the
consciousness of both totalitarian power, the controlled society, and also to the

consciousness of people living outside its sphere."32

Mlynar describes this contradiction as the 'Achilles heel' of these totalitarian systems,
which find themselves in a constant dilemma. They are either exposed, or they must begin
to abandon the basic preconditions of their existence, neither of which they can politically
afford in the long term. Mlynar argues that the legal activity of demanding human rights is
a much more radical political act than formulating various reform programmes, because it
strikes at vitally important principles of totalitarianism and demands the application of
principles which are unacceptable for the totalitarian system. He argues that the political
significance of the movement for human rights is definitely not short term. Its success
does not depend on establishing dialogue with, or gaining concessions from the authorities.
On the contrary, the rigid inflexibility of the authorities can be a more fertile ground on
which the political significance of the struggle for human rights grows stronger and more
vital. The success of the human rights movement will come when the majority of society
will see its own position not in terms of official ideology or its own momentary partial
interests, but in terms of what kind of real possibilities to protect their own interests,
determine their own goals, and in general live according to their own will, the people have

1

in relation to the authorities: "...consequently the majority of people will cease to consider
themselves nothing but subjects, and begin to consider themselves citizens."

This consciousness raising and appeal to active citizenship, by which the populace
becomes aware of its need for human rights and their denial, will result, argues Mlynar, in

a mass movement for the fundamental political transformation of the existing system.
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"On such a base then, of course, further developments would have to be directed
at institutional, systemic changes...In other words, development would be
directed at the downfall and transformation of totalitarian systems of a Soviet

type."33
Jiri Hajek views the political implications of the human rights struggle from a different
starting point. For Mlynar and others, the regime's ratification of the human rights pacts
was merely a propagandistic tactic. The regime signed an agreement which it could not
fulfil and had no intention of honouring. Mlynar writes: "Charter 77 exposed this
hypocritical tactic, by which the regime wants to give the impression that it is something
other than it really is."34
Hajek starts from the opposite premise. In his essay 'Human rights, peaceful
coexistence and socialism' he states:
"Charter 77 does not want to view Czechoslovakia's signing of the pacts as some

sort of error or tactical trick. It sees in this action a confirmation of the full
compatibility of human rights, as formulated in the treaties, with the socialist

system."35
Hajek, then, does seem to take the regime's ratification of the human rights pacts 'at its
word', as a genuine statement of good intentions. He further argues that an awareness of
the need for a full guarantee of human rights for every citizen, in order to realize the full
potential of the socialist state, is present amongst the ruling circles.
"The fact that this tendency is felt even in the leading circles in socialist countries
(although a plethora of day to day tasks perhaps does not permit it to penetrate

more clearly and in a more reasoned manner into the consciousness of the
authoritative organs) is also indicated by the very acceptance by the socialist states

of the International Pact on Human Rights..."36

This premise is indicative of a different attitude to the political implications of human
rights, on the part of Hajek, from that of both Uhl and Mlynar. Like Uhl and Mlynar,
Hajek sees the movement for human rights as part of a schema for change, but he stresses
this change in terms of the improvement and development of the existing system, rather
than its fundamental political transformation. He frequently emphasizes the full
compatibility of human rights with socialism - with the ‘contemporary socialist system' -
and makes no mention of the argument raised by Mlynar and Uhl that the implementation of
human rights by the present regime would involve political suicide. Hajek writes of the
Charter:

"Although some of the signers take as their point of departure a world outlook
that is not Marxist, they join with the Marxists in accepting the contemporary
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socialist system of our country as the self-evident foundation and framework
within which these treaties are to be realized."37

Hajek argues that the guarantee and development of civil, economic, political, social
and cultural rights for all citizens is fundamental to the process of opening up society to
conflicts between progressive and conservative elements, the resolution of which would
result in a "really functioning socialist democracy" able to reach its full potential. He
argues that citizens initiatives emphasizing the rights of individuals, citizens, and society,
will help to bring about "democratic modifications of technologically geared solutions"
which will become inevitable under the pressure of contradictions and problems in the
economy and society.38

Here, then, are three rather different assessments of the political significance of the
human rights movement, from the reformist to the revolutionary. For Uhl and Mlynar it is
the apparent contradictions within the human rights issue - the fact that the Charter asks the
regime to implement pacts which it in fact cannot implement without fundamental change -
which, far from being 'naive' and an expression of 'Svejkism'39, in fact gives the human
rights movement its mobilizing and consciousness raising role. Hajek, on the other hand,
does not address this contradiction and instead emphasizes the full compatibility of human
rights with a reformed, humanized socialism, and sees the signing of the pacts as evidence
of a growing awareness of the need for human rights on the part of the authorities. For all
three, human rights is an instrument for political change.

Kusin has described human rights as a "programma minimum", a recognition that
conditions are not right for the advocacy of systemic transformation by the opposition.40
He is critical of what he sees as the limited nature of the human rights issue, he describes
the Charter as mainly "a movement exposing victimization practices", thus creating a "self
perpetuating conflict”, and argues that the Charter needs to enlarge its field of activity from
the defence of human rights to the promotion of changes in other fields.4! However, as the
examination of the views of Uhl, Hajek and Mlynar shows, for some politically oriented
Chartists human rights is far from being a "programma minimum". In the view of some
Chartists, the demand for human rights is a political act of great significance which, whilst
avoiding divisive political programmes and ideologies, aims at mobilizing the population to

active citizenship and creating the conditions for fundamental political change. As Mlynar
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points out: "...this activity is a much more radical act than various reform programmes...it
strikes at vitally important principles of totalitarianism."42

I would argue, therefore, that the demand for human rights is not necessarily a
'minimal’ demand, but in fact has proved to be a very flexible concept, open to several
differing interpretations. For some its significance lies in its pragmatic and practical attempt
to improve conditions in the 'here and now', for others it represents an appeal to moral
values and an attempt to 'live in the truth', whilst for others it is clearly a demand of
fundamental political significance, creating pressure in society for political change. For

many, perhaps, it is the combination of all these aspects of the human rights question

which gives it its significance and appeal.

Human rights in the international context

Human rights and Detente

Many Charter documents emphasize the relationship between human rights and the
process of detente and peaceful coexistence. As both Kusin43 and Skilling*4 have pointed
out, Chartist writings rarely contain any critique or examination of the problems involved in
the relationship between detente and human rights. Kusin writes: "What admittedly seems
to lacking in the various pronouncements on detente...is the drawing of distinction between
detente and appeasement."43 The desirability of detente and its beneficial influence on the
human rights struggle is taken as an automatic starting point by most Chartists. Hajek
writes of the human rights movement:

"Those who involve themselves in such activity are naturally advocates of detente
and opponents of the cold war, its mentality and methods. They are naturally in

favour of military detente and disarmament."43
However it becomes clear that Chartists did see the dangers involved in the processes
of detente and international pressure for human rights - the dual threat of appeasement or a
return to cold war - from the very fact that they always and repeatedly emphasized the
indivisibility of human rights and detente. They did not argue that they are inherently
indivisible - it is possible to conceive of one without the other - but that, in order to be both
desirable and effective, they must be considered indivisible, that is, detente must be made

to include the question of human rights, and criticism of a country's human rights record
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must not be used as an instrument of cold war. Chartists did not place any faith in detente
without human rights or human rights without detente. In the same essay in which Hajek
writes that human rights activists are naturally advocates of detente, he emphasizes that this
detente must include the question of human rights. Hajek also warns of the dangers of the
human rights issue being separated from the question of detente. He emphasizes the
"dialectical unity of all endeavours for the respect of human rights and the process of
detente as a whole", and argues that the Charter does not welcome support from those who
express sympathy for its human rights message: "...but in fact are alien to its endeavours
since their statements are merely a weapon...directed against the dialectical unity of human
rights and peaceful coexistence."40

Chartists were also aware of the difficulties implicit in this emphasis on the
indivisibility of human rights and detente in the sphere of practical politics. Hajek writes of
the Helsinki process:

"It doesn't involve the way of confrontation, the way of cold war...at the same

time it is of course necessary...to name things by their real names and not
abandon the problems of human rights and freedoms under the guise of 'non-

interference'. It isn't easy, it is a delicate matter."47

The interrelationships between human rights and detente are emphasized by the
Chartists on several different levels.

Firstly, there is the basic assumption that an atmosphere of cold war encourages the
authorities to intensify repression, whilst an atmosphere of detente is more conducive to a
greater level of tolerance and democratization. Hajek explains this connection from a
Marxist viewpoint. He argues that respect for individual rights is a fundamental element of
the socialist movement: "It is not just a frill when the Communist Manifesto contains a
sentence saying that..."the free development of each is a condition for the free development
of all' - in precisely that order and mutual relationship."48

But because the country entered the socialist revolution at a time of cold war, he argues,
this order was inverted. With the end of cold war the socialist countries can rid themselves
of anachronisms dating back to a time when they were "surrounded and threatened by

capitalism". Detente and relaxation of tension should allow a return to the original order.
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Other Chartists see the significance of detente in the international pressure it brings to
bear on the Czechoslovak government to observe human rights. Firstly, concern for its
international image led the Czechoslovak regime to sign international documents which
expound principles which are the same as those expounded by its persecuted domestic
critics. Secondly, the fact that the regime fails to implement these principles becomes a
matter for legitimate international concern and debate under the Helsinki process - to
borrow Patocka's quote, "the Eastern countries will sit in the dock in Belgrade."49 Finally,
and this is a point frequently emphasized by Chartists, a country's record in the observance
of human rights agreements can be considered a measure of its good intentions and
trustworthiness when it comes to honouring all other international agreements. Here the
relationship between human rights and detente becomes circular. Not only will detente be
beneficial to the human rights struggle, argue the Chartists, but the full implementation of
human rights agreements will be beneficial to the desired process of detente and will
increase the willingness on the part of Western governments to enter into agreements with
the Eastern bloc. As early as 1975 Mlynar and Hajek emphasized this point in relation to
Helsinki. Mlynar argued that co-operation is based on trust between partners, and that if a
country violates human rights internally, it will be less likely to gain trust on an
international level. "States, which are noted for traits not corresponding to European
civilization...self evidently have less chance of achieving trust towards co-operation."50

Here again there is little analysis of the relationship between a country's internal respect
for human rights and its ability to do business on an international level. The argument
seems to be based more on an ideal view of which priorities should govern international
relationships than on political reality.

Similarly a Charter declaration on the tenth annilversary of the International Covenants
states of the struggle for human rights: "We do not consider this struggle to be merely an
internal matter for our country, but a contribution to the observance of contractual
obligations at a universal level."S1

Hajek concludes that in the context of Helsinki:

"...the respect for human rights and freedoms may be considered the essential
criterion for judging whether a state, or rather its government, is treating the entire

complex of principles seriously and is willing to honour them all."52
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Chartists also argue that the reduction of tensions within states, through the observation
of human rights, will contribute to the reduction of tensions at an international level and
thus aid detente and peaceful coexistence. The Charter document on the resumption of the
Madrid Conference states:

"Tension between states can be diminished if potential sources of conflict between

those in power and the powerless can be removed. We are thinking, for example,
of the arbitrary and unreliable nature of power over which the people have no

control,"33
Jakub Trojan, on the other hand, warns against overloading the connection between
human rights and peace. He argues that wars have been waged in the past between
countries enjoying a good level of human rights, and that Western democracies are also

capable of proving a threat to peace.

Helsinki and the international covenants

In 1981 H. Gordon Skilling wrote:
"Charter 77 was somewhat ambivalent in its attitude to Helsinki and
Belgrade...Charter 77 described the Helsinki Final Act as 'an inspiring document
of great moral and spiritual force' and welcomed its concern with human rights.
Yet the Charter attributed less importance to Helsinki...than to the International

Covenants...No doubt this reflected a feeling of sober realism, or even
pessimism, among leading Chartists as to the significance of the Helsinki-

Belgrade process."4
And yet only a few years later the Charter 77 document on the resumption of the
Madrid Conference stated:
"Charter 77 was founded by Czechoslovak people as a response to the challenge
of the Helsinki Final Act. The purpose of its task over several years has been to
ensure that the principles contained in the Final Act would also enter into the life

of our country...The Helsinki Final Act is a very important and meaningful
document which could enhance the dignity of life and the peaceful existence of

mankind.">3

In the light of this, was Skilling wrong in his assessment of the low relative importance
assigned to Helsinki by the Charter, compared to the International Covenants, and the
‘ambivalent' attitude of Chartists to the Helsinki process? I would argue that in fact
Skilling's assessment was largely correct at the time, but that since then the Charter's
emphasis significantly changed.

In its initial declaration, the Charter made only passing references to Helsinki, but
strongly emphasized the importance of the International Covenants, quoting them passage
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by passage. The timing of the Charter declaration itself - 1977 rather than 1975 - shows
that the Charter was founded initially as a response to the Covenants rather than Helsinki.
Skilling points out that there was no mention of Helsinki and Belgrade in Charter
documents during the nine months preceding the Belgrade meeting. The Charter did
publish a very positive assessment of Helsinki in its letter to the delegates at Belgrade:
"The Final Act of Helsinki...proclaims respect for human rights and basic
freedoms to be one of the principles and conditions of peaceful coexistence,

security and co-operation in Europe. In our opinion, this represents considerable
progress, unequivocally stating the link between peace and human rights and their

mutual connection. "6

Even before the Charter came into being, individuals in the opposition had assessed
Helsinki very positively. Mlynar and Hajek, for example, in a 1975 discussion,
emphasized the positive aspects of Helsinki; it grants everyone the right to know their place
in society, principles accepted externally have internal validity, it is a recognition of
common European values etc., and they even interpreted the regime's signing of the
Helsinki Final Act as a criticism of the invasion of 1968. Yetin 1977 it is the International
Covenants on Human Rights in particular, rather than Helsinki, which Hajek describes as
the "raison d'etre and the main content of the Charter".57

One reason for this emphasis is clear - the human rights provisions of the Helsinki
Final Act were fairly brief and not legally binding, whilst the International Covenants on
Civil and Political Rights and on Economic, Social and Cultural rights enunciated all the
rights in detail and, most importantly, they became legally binding within Czechoslovakia
on 23rd March 1976 and were subsequently published in full within Czechoslovakia on
13th October 1976. Thus by addressing themselves to the International Covenants the
Chartists could base themselves firmly on the principle of legality and demand that the
authorities abide by their own laws.

What lies behind the change of emphasis from the initial declaration, placing the Charter
firmly on the basis of the International Covenants with only passing reference to Helsinki,
and the 1983 Charter document with its assertion that "Charter 77 was founded by
Czechoslovak people as a response to the challenge of the Helsinki Final Act"? I would
argue that whilst the initial emphasis on legality, dialogue and the addressing of problems

to the Czechoslovak authorities gave precedence to the International Covenants, an
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increasing concern with questions of peace and European development led to an increasing
emphasis on Helsinki. This is not to say that the initial emphasis weakened, but that the
Helsinki process grew in importance alongside it and became a more frequent point of
reference than it had been in 1977. Chartists were not uncritical in their assessment of the
Helsinki process. They were concerned about the slowing down and even reversal of the
Helsinki process, and write of the need to radicalize it. But Helsinki, with its clear linking
of human rights with the question of peace and co-operation in Europe, became an
important point of reference for Chartists who increasingly took up the question of peace
and also began to see the basis for change in terms of the democratic transformation and
reunification of Europe. They assessed the aims and significance of the Helsinki process
very positively and pressed for its implementation. The difference between the largely
internal, legalistic nature of the appeal to the International Covenants, and the European
context of the appeal to the Helsinki Final Act, is revealed clearly by a comparison of two
Charter documents; the Charter document 'On the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the
ratification of the International Covenants on Human Rights', and the document marking
"Ten years after Helsinki'. The former contains a summary of rights and details of
discrepancies between the text of the Covenants and Czech legal reality, a discussion on the
nature of the state, and a call to active citizenship. It only briefly mentions the role of
human rights in contributing to the reduction of tensions between states. The "Ten years
after Helsinki' document is very different in tone, less legalistic, and addressed firmly to
the problems of European development. The document emphasizes the need to:
"..awaken the process of transforming Europe into a community of free,
sovereign and equal nations, living in peace, security and co-operation, while
respecting the rights and duties and human dignity of every individual human
being."58
The Prague Appeal, the document marking the culmination of the Charter's concern
with questions of peace and the unification of Europe, also stresses the importance of the
Helsinki process, describing it as establishing in principle: "..the sort of relations which, if

implemented, would open the way to the unification of Europe.">
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Petr Uhl presents a dissenting voice against this general trend towards increasing
emphasis on Helsinki. Uhl argues that the struggle for human rights must not be limited to
a solely European context. In a 1987 interview Uhl stated:

"Charter 77 is based on the two international human rights covenants which have
been ratified by a large number of states from all over the world. For me itis
unacceptable to view human rights only within their Helsinki context, which

would mean to monitor observance of these rights only in Europe and North
America and ignore countries where the human rights situation is frequently

worse than in Czechoslovakia."60

In his essay 'Human rights and political revolution’' Uhl expands on this theme. He is
critical of the geographical limitations of Helsinki, which applies only to one billion people,
a quarter of the world's population, whilst ignoring the interests and needs of the remaining
three billion living in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Uhl argues that anyone who wants
to limit the general struggle for the observance of human rights to the Helsinki space, ie the
Northern hemisphere, and wants to exclude the people of the Southern, third world, is
open to the suspicion that they want to use human rights only as a critical tool to protest
against Soviet politics. Uhl argues that the gap between the North and the South is fast
becoming the most serious human problem, in which human rights plays a not negligent
role. He argues that one should be distrustful about concepts of Europeanism and
European exclusiveness:

"...the majority of 'European’ concepts...are established in an effort to conserve
and consolidate the supremacy of the U.S.A. and Western Europe over the

world...Let us have the courage to disclaim it and reveal it as inhumane."61
He concludes that whilst it is self evident that the centre of gravity of Charter activity
must remain Czechoslovakia and its part of Europe, the initial emphasis of the Charter
declaration should be remembered, with its expression of the will "to strive, individually
and collectively, for the respect of civic and human rights in our own country and

throughout the world..."61

Czechoslovak perceptions of human rights

Does the nature of the Charter’'s advocacy of the human rights issue mark a move away
from traditional East European perceptions of human rights? Tokes has argued that East
European perceptions of human rights are traditionally different to those of the West.
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"...historical experiences have conditioned the people and the elites to define fundamental
rights more in collective, economic and political than in individual terms."62 He argues
that:

"For most East European dissidents the original point of entry for criticism and
the advocacy of alternative plans for development has been the crisis of social,

rather than political rights in the 1970s."63

It was the economic bankruptcy and social stagnation of Czechoslovakia in the 1960s,
he points out, that provided the point of departure for Czechoslovak inteliectuals and which
resulted in the political groundswell of 1967/8. Is the Charter's commitment to human
rights in the 1970s and 80s based on this same initial concern for primarily economic and
social problems? I would argue that in general this is no longer the case. Although the
Charter does express concern for economic and social issues, its main point of emphasis is
the individual and his right to freedom and self-fulfillment. I would argue that in 1977 it
was the moral bankruptcy and political and cultural repression in Czechoslovakia, rather
than economic stagnation and social problems, which provided the main impetus for the
Charter.

Some individual Chartists do see the struggle for human rights as a process which aims
at enhancing the social, economic and political development of socialist society. Hajek
writes:

"Socialists and communists...consider the systemic observance and realization of

the treaties as a positive contribution to the development of the socialist society in
our land as a truly mature, humanist and in all respects effectively functioning

society."64

Hajek sees the guarantee of fundamental civil, economic, political, social, and cultural
rights as essential to the process of opening society to the conflicts which have inevitably
emerged between "society's creative forces - sparked by socialism's potentials for growth
and expansion - and the power structures.” He argues that: "Only by introducing a new
dimension of genuine humanism will socialism be able to demonstrate, for the first time, its
superiority in resolving the tasks of a mature society, developing all the advantages of
modemn science and technology..."65

But for many Chartists the main impetus for the struggle for human rights lies not in

any expectation of improving the scientific and technical functioning of socialist society,
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but in the defence of the individual and his protection from manipulation. Vaclav Havel
writes:
"It seems to me that today this 'provisional', 'minimal' and 'negative' programme
- the 'simple’ defence of people - is in a particular sense...an optimal and most
positive programme because it forces politics to return to its only proper starting
point, proper that is if all the old mistakes are to be avoided: individual people."66
The Charter directly challenges the primacy of socioeconomic rights, and emphasizes
instead the indivisibility of all rights. Chartists reject consumerism and the renunciation of
individual and political rights in return for guaranteed social and economic rights implicit in
the 'social contract'. Whilst in Poland dissent can be traced in part to the failure of the
regime to deliver the level of social and economic benefits promised in the 'social contract',
in Czechoslovakia it is the very success of consumerism and the subsequent moral
degradation of the individual which is one motivating force behind the demand for human
rights. In his 'Open letter to Gustav Husak' in 1975 Havel wrote:
"By nailing a man's whole attention to the floor of his mere consumer interests, it
is hoped to render him incapable of appreciating the ever-increasing degree of his
spiritual, political and moral degradation. Reducing him to a simple vessel for the
ideals of a primitive consumer society is supposed to turn him into pliable material
for complex manipulation."67
One significant factor behind the Charter's emphasis on the indivisibility of all human
rights - political as well as social and economic - was the mass expulsion of the reformers
of 1968 from the party and the subsequent denial of all their basic individual and political
rights under normalization. The effect was to reinforce in the minds of the communists
within the opposition the indivisibility of all human rights. Mlynar writes: "These people
needed a profound personal experience in order to arrive at a profound inner understanding
of the inseparability of civic and political rights."68
The acceptance by the Czechoslovak regime, on paper at least, of the interpretation of
human rights contained in the Helsinki Final Act and the International Covenants was also
instrumental in "banishing the doubts" of some members of the opposition that just such an
interpretation could be considered "anti-socialist".69 In his essay "The human rights
movement and social progress' Hajek concludes:
"While it is true that people cannot be really free unless they enjoy the right to
work, education and social security, it is equally true, and experience in the

socialist countries has proved it, that these eminent social, economic and cultural
rights are not worth the paper they are printed on for many people if there is a
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failure to guarantee and implement those 'classic’ civil and political rights and
freedoms, and if restrictions are placed on what people may think and say."70
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THE POLITICAL AND MORAL ASPECTS OF CHARTER 77

From the outset Chartists emphasized the non-political, non-oppositional nature of the
Charter, based on a moral rather than a political consensus which emphasizes the
importance of the defence of human rights, individual responsibility and an attempt to 'live
within the truth'.

This chapter will examine the implications of this 'non-political' stance, the reasons
behind the Charter's rejection of a traditional 'political’ role, and the relationship between
the political and the moral spheres. It will also analyze the implications of 'anti-politics’,
and the rehabilitation of politics in the late 1980s.

The 'non-political' Charter?

Whilst groups and individuals were encouraged to express political opinions and
formulate political concepts outside the framework of the Charter, the Charter consistently
claimed for itself a ‘'non-political’ role. It typically depicted itself as being 'non-political’
and 'non-oppositional'. The Charter 77 Declaration states:

"Charter 77 is not an organization...it does not form the basis for any
oppositional political activity...It does not aim, then, to set out its own
programmes for political or social reforms or changes."

In a statement typical of Charter documents, Charter Document 20/83 argues:
"Charter 77 is a pressure group which, while being independent of state power,
does not fight that power in particular, nor seek to replace it with another. It is
concerned with one thing and one thing alone - that mankind should live as far as
is possible free and humanely, ie like people.”

Clearly this claim by the Charter to be 'non-political' and 'non-oppositional’ is
problematic. Firstly, in a totalitarian system which requires political conformity or at least
silent alienation (internal exile) from every citizen, the Charter’s attempt to expose the gulf
between the regime's human rights laws and its actual practices was a direct political
challenge to the regime. The regime could not tolerate the creation of autonomous areas
outside its control, the creation of horizontal relationships in society - such as the citizens

initiative of the Charter represents, and it could not allow its 'subjects’ to present

themselves as 'independent citizens'. The very claim, by the Charter, of independence
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from state power was a political act and an act of opposition to the basic relationships by
which the regime maintained its power.

Secondly, the Charter went beyond the role of a human rights monitoring group and
presented a set of alternative values which, if implemented, would undermine the
totalitarian regime at the most fundamental level. The Charter’s advocacy of the supremacy
of moral over narrowly political considerations and the emancipation of the individual from
the control of the state strikes at the heart of the totalitarian system. The Charter, then,
although it did not present an alternative political programme, did present a set of alternative
values by which political life should be governed.

Thirdly, through its many documents the Charter presented an extensive and detailed
critique of most aspects of the functioning of the regime. It was strongly critical of many
aspects of the existing system - social, economic and political, and encouraged all citizens
to take up an equally critical stance. In the late 80s the Charter even sought to rally public
action in defiance of the regime (for example see the 'Appeal to fellow citizens'). The
Charter then was clearly an opposition, a 'political opposition' in the general understanding
of the phrase, as it presented a challenge to the fundamental basis of the totalitarian regime.

How then could the Charter claim to be non-political and non-oppositional, or was this
claim simply an act of self-defence or strategic posturing? The Charter’s claims to be non-
political were based on its determination to draw a distinction between the 'narrow' or
'traditional’ and the 'broad’ or 'general’ definitions of political activity.

It is interesting to note that Chartist's disavowals of any political role for the Charter
often include a qualification defining what they mean by the term 'political'. For example
Jan Patocka wrote in 1977:

"Charter 77 is not an act that is political in the narrow sense...it is not a matter of
competing with or interfering in the sphere of any function of political power.
Nor is Charter 77 an association or an organization, but it is based on personal
morality."]

In 1986 Vaclav Havel wrote similarly of the:

"...misconception...that the Charter is a political movement (in the traditional
sense of the word) or some political or politically motivated force or organization,

an institution with a political programme or even with the aim of acquiring
political power."2
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Patocka and Havel are clearly drawing a distinction between politics in the 'narrow’
sense of the word and politics as a broader (or less traditional) concept. This desire to
draw a distinction between the 'narrow' and the 'broad' meaning of politics is important in
understanding the non-political claims of the Charter. What Chartists are disavowing in
relation to the Charter is politics in the 'narrow' sense - the organizational, oppositional,
programmatic and competitive aspects of politics, and the tendency to try and place the
Charter anywhere on the left-right political spectrum. Chartists do not deny the political
role and political significance of the Charter in the broader sense of the term.

Jiri Dienstbier, in an interview with Petr Uhl, explains what he sees as the difference
between the narrow and the broader meaning of political activity. He argues that the
Charter is not a "political partner of the state power" but adds:

"I used the expression 'political partner’ in the narrow sense of a concrete
struggle for the management of society and public affairs. Charter 77 does not
strive for that. Otherwise, every activity which affects relations among people in
ﬁ:ti?'tg' and their attitude to life is political. And the Charter's activity is certainly

The broader political significance of the Charter is clearly recognized by Chartists as
being an important element of its makeup. Mlynar writes:

"Since the outset of the Charter it was clear that its significance was far from
being simply political... At the same time, however, it was also clear from the

outset...that the charter is a highly political phenomenon."4
Chartists accept that by criticizing the policies and practices of the regime in terms of
their violation of human rights, the Charter is assuming a political role. Hejdanek writes of
all groups calling for the implementation of human rights:

"The political role of such groups and movements is obvious: they hold a mirror
up to the face of the regime which claims to be democratic and humane, but

rejects any criticism of its undemocratic and inhumane nature.">
Miroslav Kusy, whilst criticizing the Charter’s non-political stance in the narrow sense,
ie its non-programmatic, non-ideological, non-organizational nature, underlines the strong
political significance of the Charter in the broader sense:
"The immanently political aspect of the Charter has been there from the beginning
in that it presented a moral critique of politics and enunciated the moral principles
by which politics might be revitalized. Each Charter document, therefore, is in

fact a political document, and everything it does is a political act. Nor has the
Charter ever tried to hide or camouflage that fact."6
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Charter document No. 21 makes clear this distinction which is drawn between the
Charter's non-political stance in the narrow sense, and its more general political role
expressed through its concern for social problems and its strongly critical stance towards
many aspects of the existing social and political order.

"Charter 77 did not come into being as an expression of a particular, clearly
defined political position in the narrow sense of the word...We reserve the right
to deal with the general, philosophical and political aspects of concrete social
phenomena."

It is also necessary to examine what the Chartists mean when they state that the Charter
does not constitute an opposition. In his essay "The Power of the Powerless' Havel
presents a useful analysis of what the term opposition means to Chartists. He considers
that most Chartists understand the term in the traditional sense, associating it with the
concept of a politically defined force with an alternative political programme interested in
attaining political power. Because the Charter has none of these features, most Chartists
reject the term opposition. They are not, then, denying, by their rejection of the label
'opposition', that the Charter is presenting a fundamental critique of the regime, but are
emphasizing that its critique of the regime is not based on a desire on its part to take the
place of that regime. The Charter, they argue, by not aspiring to political power, will never
need to relinquish its critical political role. Hejdanek makes it clear that in this sense he
sees the Charter's role as very different from that of a traditional opposition:

"The goal of an opposition political movement is to expose the regime, in which
the act of drawing attention to individual acts of injustice...becomes an instrument
of political struggle. As soon as the opposition wins power, its criticism of
injustice, illegality etc., ceases to be functional...On the other hand, a human

rights movement maintaining its detachment from all political power conflicts and
not striving to share power, will continue to pursue its vital work whatever the

regime or social system, and in every political situation."”

Havel concludes that if the term opposition is defined differently - not as a political
force competing for power but as "everything that manages to avoid total manipulation and
which therefore denies the principle that the system has an absolute claim on the individual"
- then the Charter can be considered to be an opposition.

"If we accept this definition of opposition, then of course we must, along with the

government, consider the Charter a genuine opposition, because it represents a
serious challenge to the integrity of post-totalitarian power, founded as it is on the

universality of 'living with a lie'."8
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Both the 'non-political' and the ‘'non-oppositional’ claims of the Charter can, therefore,
be better understood in the light of how the Chartists themselves define and use the terms -
that is in their 'narrow' or 'traditional’ sense. When the Chartists emphasize that the
Charter is non-political and does not constitute an opposition they are emphasizing the fact
that it is a loose association of people of differing views united around the principles of
human rights and legality, that it presents no political programme, has no organizational
structure, favours no political ideology, and is not interested in competing for political
power. They are not however denying that, in the circumstances of a totalitarian state, all
Charter activity takes on a political significance and presents a fundamental challenge to the
Czechoslovak regime.

However, some contradiction still exists. Although, as the Chartists point out, the
Charter was not an opposition party with an alternative programme, it did in effect
constitute a broadly based political opposition to the regime, and not just because all
expressions of independent thinking in Czechoslovakia were automatically political. It is
hard to square the claim, made by some Chartists, that the Charter was not asking for a
change in the political system and did not pose opposition demands, and thus did not
constitute a political opposition, with the reality of the Charter documents which, taken en
masse, presented a fundamental critique of the existing regime and demanded specific
changes - for example freedom of speech and assembly, an end to the nomenclatura etc. -
which would have required fundamental changes, if not the complete demise of the
totalitarian regime. Even the call for dialogue with the regime was an offer by the Charter
to engage in discussions with the regime on the level of 'politics' - the level of
implementation of law, which in Czechoslovakia was governed by the political sphere.
Also, although the Charter did not seek to replace the regime and take its place itself, it did
seek to initiate an alternative set of relationships between the individual and the regime - the
granting of all basic civil rights, the emancipation of the individual from the state and the
creation of a civil society - which would in the long term have had the effect of
undermining the power base and the relationships by which the totalitarian regime
maintained itself. Why did the Charter go out of its way to deny this political, oppositional
label?
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To some extent these claims were part and parcel of a general desire on the part of the
Charter to depict itself in a certain way - as a positive, non-confrontational, 'helpful
advisor to the regime - expressed through its offer of a dialogue with the regime, its
emphasis on legality, and tendency to take the regime 'at its word' in the area of its
intentions over human rights covenants, a stance which the Charter maintained in the face
of the fact that the regime had no intention of conducting a dialogue with it, listening to its
complaints or implementing the human rights covenants, and the fact that the regime from
the outset viewed the Charter as a dangerous expression of political opposition. In part this
stance derived from strategic considerations - a 'self-limiting’ and non-confrontational,
legal movement may expect less immediate repression than an expression of overt
opposition. However it also derived from some of the values and concemns held in
common by Chartists, such as the emphasis on good citizenship and the rule of law, and
from the reluctance on the part of some within the Charter to be associated with any
movement which could be depicted as a ‘negative’ opposition and thus as 'anti-socialist'
(see the emphasis placed by Hajek on this aspect of Charter 77 in the Reform Communist
chapter). It was also connected with the concept of 'parallelism’ and the idea that it is
possible to improve conditions within society without challenging the system directly.

The Charter's claim to be 'non-political' was also an expression of a desire to move
beyond the traditional concept of politics - which is concerned with the state and political
power, and the traditional concept of a political opposition - which seeks to replace one
regime and one political system with another. In this sense it was similar to the 'new
politics' of the Polish opposition in the 1970s.9 The political role of the Charter was non-
traditional. It was concerned first and foremost with the self-emancipation of the individual
citizen from repression and manipulation by the state. It was concerned with the creation
and defence of a civil society, an autonomous area of social and cultural activity free from
domination and control by the totalitarian regime.

Also, by denying that it was a 'political' opposition the Charter was in effect rejecting
the regime's interpretation of what is political - rejecting a system where every sphere of
life is dominated by political needs and designated as political by the regime, whether it be

culture, education, science, religious beliefs or pop music. The Charter was challenging
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this system and trying to roll back the regime's political conquest of society, to return
politics to a smaller arena and regain an independent sphere for citizen's activity. The
Charter functioned from within this independent sphere and sought to enlarge it. By
claiming a 'non-political' status, the Charter was declaring its own independence and
challenging the concept that every sphere of activity is the rightful domain of the regime.
The Charter was thus trying to create a new reality in Czechoslovakia, one where culture,
education, belief and even the implementation of law would no longer be dominated by

political considerations.

The rejection of traditional political activity

In a 1985 essayl0, Miroslav Kusy urged that the Charter should develop into a political
movement with an alternative political programme - in other words it should adopt a
traditional oppositional political stance. Such proposals were always strongly resisted by
most Chartists.

Was the rejection of politics in the narrow sense of the formulation of political
programmes and structured organizations, and the emphasis instead on a 'programma
minimum' through the defence of human rights (which however itself has far reaching
political implications), simply a result of the politically heterogeneous nature of Chartists,
making agreement on any such political programmes impossible, or was it a rejection of
traditional politics as such on the part of Chartists?

Clearly, the diverse political outlooks, beliefs and backgrounds of many Charter
signatories was a significant factor in explaining the Charter's ‘non-political’ nature. By
limiting its sphere to the defence of human rights and legality, the Charter was, for the first
time, able to unite individuals and groupings of disparate political beliefs and backgrounds
around a common cause. The existence of diverse political groupings and standpoints
amongst the Charter signatories made the adoption by the Charter of any single political
programme impossible. Vaclav Benda argues that this was the crucial factor dictating the
nature of the Charter - Chartists could not have found a political consensus, the only thing
they could agree on was moral responsibility and the defence of human rights.11
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Another consideration, often cited by Chartists as influencing the non-political and non-
oppositional nature of the Charter (in the 'narrow' sense), was the belief that any attempt to
create an oppositional political party would present the regime with an easy target and
would be swiftly crushed. Petr Uhl argues that the limited scope of Charter activity was
influenced in part by the consciousness, or rather the estimation, of what could publicly
exist in Czechoslovakia without arousing a disproportionate level of repression. 12
Hejdanek, in a 1986 essay, also cites the problem of repression as being influential in
determining the limited nature of the Charter:

"First of all, it is clear that now as ten years ago, the time is not yet ripe for the
establishment of any movements, or organizations, let alone opposition political

parties. We can safely assume that Charter 77, if conceived from the beginning
as something more 'radical' or better organized, would never have survived its

first decade."13
Another factor which lay behind the Charter’s non-political stance was the reluctance,

expressed by some within the opposition, to engage in the formulation of political
programmes and alternatives when they were powerless to implement these alternatives at
the time or in the forseeable future. Havel in particular emphasizes this feeling which he
characterizes as a reluctance on the part of the dissidents to indulge in utopias. Havel
draws a distinction between the formulation of ideals and of utopias, arguing that when the
method for implementing ideals becomes more important than the ideal itself, utopias can
become dangerous.!4 Havel argues that the proper role of the dissident should be to
formulate ideals and emphasize political and moral values, rather than to try to develop
blueprints for a new political system. He writes of the Eastern bloc dissident:

"As for the future, he is more concerned with the moral and political values on

which it should rest than with thoroughly premature speculation as to who will

secure these values for humankind and how...A dissident runs the risk of being

ridiculous only in the moment when he transgresses the limits of his natural being

and enters into a hypothetical realm of factual power, that is, in effect, into the
realm of sheer speculation."15

Thus it is not that Havel does not hold crystallized political opinions about how society
should be governed, but that he is reluctant to espouse them, because he fecls neither able
nor willing to put them into practice himself.16

Was it, therefore, simply the combination of the fact that the adoption of a more

programmatic political oppositional stance was inappropriate for the existing circumstances
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and would have invited repression, coupled with the existence of diverse political
groupings within the Charter (reform communists, social democrats, revolutionary
socialists etc.) which made the adoption by the Charter of any single traditional political
programme impossible? This would seem to imply that a belief in traditional politics was
still alive and well within the framework of the non-political Charter. However, this does
not appear to be the case, as another major factor contributing to the non-political nature of
the Charter was the fact that the majority of Charter signatories did not hold any clear cut
political views and were not associated with any of the crystallized political groupings.
Petr Uhl estimates that the majority of the first 240 signatories of the Charter were people
with crystallized political opinions or at least with crystallized political pasts, however "in
the following months and years the large majority of people entering the Charter were less
politically crystallized", in particular young people, workers and Christians. He concludes
that:
"...the majority of all the signatories of Charter 77 are not politically crystallized
to such a degree as to be willing - in the sense of traditional European political life
- to seek some realistic one-word or two-word political designation for
themselves, which would...correspond to a specific political platform. I even
think that this unwillingness applies to more than 90% of the signatories of

Charter 77, including a considerable part of the former members of the
KSC...with the exception of the vague designation 'democrat' it is not possible to

attach any apposite political label to this vast majority of Chartists."17

Indifference to political platforms and conceptions, and to narrowly 'political' struggle
in general, derived in many cases from a widespread disillusionment with the concept of
‘politics' itself, which had become so tainted by the regime as to become suspect to many.
Politics was seen as a dirty game played by corrupt and unprincipled individuals for their
own self interest.

Petr Uhl argues that most Chartists in fact "abhor politics".18 Havel writes of the
unambiguously negative meaning that the word politics has acquired in the public mind -
"politics is rot".19

One manifestation of this popular rejection of 'politics' and the need for political
programmes comes from the part serious, part allegorical manifesto of the Czech Children

(May 1988) which declares: "Czech Children are convinced that a government does not

61



have to have a political programme: either it is a good government by nature or it is a bad

government."20

Amongst signatories of the Charter, many different opinions have been expressed on
the question of the desirability and relevance of traditional political activity - that is political
activity in the 'narrow' sense of formulating political programmes and alternatives and
organizing political groupings or movements around them. Some Chartists continued to
emphasize a political (in this narrow sense) approach, whilst others rejected traditional
politics as largely inappropriate or incapable of bringing change, and instead placed their
faith in a moral approach to the solution of Czechoslovak problems.

An advocate of the former position to an extreme degree is Miroslav Kusy, who urged
that "the Charter's moral position may be developed into a political programme and
movement appropriate to the Charter's objectives”.2! However, this belief that the Charter
itself should develop into an opposition political movement remained very much a minority
position within the Charter. Other Chartists expressed a point of view combining the moral
and the political approaches. Emphasizing the importance of the moral basis of politics,
they did not, however, reject the formulation of and commitment to political alternatives
and concepts. Rudolf Battek, for example, argues that "no mere political transformations”
can solve all contemporary problems, but at the same time he strongly defends the role of
politics:

"Objections are constantly being made...to commitments of an expressly political
nature, as though opposition only stood a chance of succeeding if it eliminated all
political commitment. But politics cannot be banished either from one's thoughts

or from practical activity merely by declaring them to have no future...In today's
system of 'real socialism', political opposition has a fundamental significance that

cannot be denied, nor can any other activity take its place."22
He argues that any political opposition must be able to offer an alternative conception,
"...in a totalitarian system, this alternative cannot be mere hot air." He advocates a
democratic, self-managing socialist society in which all official power is balanced by the
pressure of voluntary citizens associations - a balance between the political and moral
spheres.

"Hope for those who would liberate themselves, therefore, lies in a symbiosis of
the moral and the social, of humanity and democracy, in the realization of a social
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order in which the formalized and functionalized structure of society will be
regulated and controlled by this 'newly discovered' spontaneous civic activity."22

Vaclav Benda also secks to combine the political and the moral approach to some extent
in his formulation of 'political Catholicism'. His ‘new' politics is a rejection of traditional
politics, something "light years away from politics in the present sense of a struggle for
power", and is an attempt to "return to the sources" of life and politics. Yet he defends the
use of politics as a "techne". He argues, like Kusy, that the Charter's non-political unity is
its greatest handicap:

"Those who share that unity have given up on politics - that is, on politics as a
techne - in the name of a struggle against everything that makes human life unfree
and undignified...The problem is that freedom and human dignity are not absolute
givens, but are rather gifts that humanity and society must learn to accept in their

history, and for which they must also learn to struggle. Therefore in my opinion,
politics as techne (ie as the art of waging a struggle over the fate of the polis) will

be justified in the future as well..."23
A large number of Chartists, however, reject traditional political activity per se, and
emphasize instead a 'pre-political' or moral approach. For some this rejection of traditional
politics is based on the belief that any major reform of the existing political system is
impossible, and therefore there is no point in advocating detailed political alternatives.
Hybler and Nemec argue that:
"...generally inside the dissident movement...the belief prevails that any
fundamental systemic change in totalitarian socialism is impossible...The
dissidents' conviction that socialism cannot be reformed sometimes comes to the
surface as a profound doubt as to the sense of any systemic political

transformation. Only a minority of dissidents in Czechoslovakia entertain any
belief in a specific programme of ideas that form a context for their activities.

This sort of thing is particularly rare among young people."?

Hybler and Nemec describe dissident activity as taking place on a "simpler and more
elementary level, one that is at one and the same time pre-ideological and pre-political.”
This more elementary dissident activity is not a complete rejection of politics in the most
general sense, but is clearly a total rejection of politics in the narrow sense of the term.
Hybler and Nemec consider that: .

"If a political element is present it is far closer to the classical meaning of the word
than it is to the idea of parliamentary government: that is, it is more an elementary
interest in the affairs of human society - in the polis - which is proving to be a
vital human need and necessity."25

This formulation of a concern with a more 'elementary’ form of politics is close to

Benda's concept of 'political Catholicism', with its "return to the sources" of life and
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politics, and its understanding of politics as a "commitment to a playful and sacred concern
for the affairs of the polis."26
For others, the rejection of politics in the traditional or narrow sense is based not so
much on a belief that the existing system cannot be reformed, but rather on a belief that any
mere systemic reform is incapable of solving the problems of Czechoslovak society.
Vaclav Havel, for example, sees the problems of society as arising, fundamentally, from a
moral rather than a political crisis. He writes:
"I believe that modern society - not only here, but also in the West - is in deep
crisis. ] understand it as, above all, a spiritual, moral, existential crisis. All other
crisis phenomena ...I consider to be consequences of this general crisis of
man."27
Havel, therefore, rejects any solutions based on traditional political changes 'from
above', and seeks instead solutions at a more elementary human level, solutions 'from
below'. "I don't believe...in various political parties, systems, coalitions, blocs and
doctrines. Rather I believe in smaller...more genuine communities of people...concerned
about a dignified and purposeful life."28 Above all Havel emphasizes moral, rather than
narrowly political solutions: "I see the only real way out...in the prospect of some

extensive and deep 'existential revolution', in some spiritual and moral reconstruction of

man and society."28

It appears, therefore, that whilst a significant and active minority of Chartists retained a
commitment to specific political viewpoints and alternative political conceptions - to politics
in the 'narrow' sense - the majority of signatories had little interest in this form of politics,
and instead commited themselves to action on a more elementary political or moral level.
Thus the non-political (in this narrow sense) nature of the Charter was not simply a
reflection of the political diversity of its signatories, but also a reflection of the fact that
most of its signatories were concerned with issues other than the formulation of political

programmes and alternative political concepts.
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The moral basis

Central to the Charter was a belief in the absolute primacy of moral and ethical values.
Michnik has argued that the rediscovery by the Polish opposition of the primacy of moral
values was only possible through the opposition's rapprochement with the Catholic
Church, which had preserved these values in society.29 In Czechoslovakia the moral basis
of the opposition has a different foundation. Although Christianity has had a powerful
influence on the Charter, and Christians are very active within it, its moral basis largely
derives from the philosophical intellectual tradition personified by Masaryk, Patocka and
Havel. (See chapter 1).

The strong moral approach of the Charter was first emphasized by Jan Patocka in 1977.
His argument was based on the belief that salvation cannot be found by relying on "political
power and the state”, but rather by underlining society's moral foundation - "the supreme
moral foundation of all things political". This commitment to the "sovereignty of moral
sentiment” applies to states and society as a whole (through the concept of human rights)
and also to individuals, who should not act out of personal advantage or fear, but "freely,
willingly and responsibly", taking upon themselves all their moral obligations, both to
themselves and others. Patocka emphasizes that participants in Charter 77 do not take upon
themselves any political rights or functions:

"...their effort is aimed exclusively at cleansing and reinforcing the awareness that

a higher authority does exist, to which they are obligated, individually, in their
conscience, and to which states are bound by their signatures on important

international covenants."30
Through this emphasis on a 'higher authority' than any political authority, Chartists are
appealing to a set of values against which all political values and systems can be judged. In
this way the Charter is placing itself not 'outside’ politics, but 'above' politics. Hejdanek
describes the Charter's decisive 'position’ as:
"...its positiveness in its recourse and appeal to something that transcends every
set of principles or regulations...every opinion or doctrine, that is, to something
to which every opinion or doctrine must appeal as the highest instance."3!
For many Chartists the strongly moral approach of the Charter is its greatest strength.
Havel argues that the Charter's most significant feature is its impact on the moral, rather

than the social or political sphere:
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"I personally consider the most important aspect of the Charter to be that which
Professor Patocka already accented, that is its moral significance. Its social, legal

or political significance is derived solely from this."32

Many Chartists also emphasize that it is in this moral sphere that the Charter is most
effective and has achieved its greatest success. Vaclav Cerny writes:

"In my view, the Charter has achieved a moral victory, and in the given
circumstances this means a complete and total victory. It has spoken the truth
about the way things are and placed them in a correct perspective."33

Milynar concluded in 1979 that:

"The greatest success of the Charter is that, after two years, it continues to
function as...a powerful moral factor in an immoral system...In this sense, the
Charter was not only not defeated g?r the regime, but, by holding out against the
regime, it gained a moral victory."

An emphasis on the moral approach to the problems of Czechoslovak society is
generally accompanied by a rejection of more narrowly political solutions. However the
moral approach is not without its own broader political implications. The difference
between the 'political' and the 'moral’ approach is not the difference between an 'active’
political commitment and a 'passive' moral outlook. The moral approach demands active
commitment in the defence of moral values. It is not something that can be internalized or
confined to one's private life. It entails a call to active citizenship, a commitment to defend
oneself and others against injustice, a commitment to openly speak the truth and expose
lies. In his essay "What Charter 77 is and what it is not' Patocka writes:

"...all moral obligations rest on what may be referred to as man's obligation to
himself, which includes his obligation to protect himself from any injustice
commited against his own person ...part of the duty to defend oneself from
injustice involves also the possibility to inform any and all of an injustice
commited against an individual."35

The moral approach is in no way an individual retreat into the moral sphere,
relinquishing one's interest in and responsibility for political and social affairs, as is made
clear by Havel in his essay 'The power of the powerless'. When Havel's greengrocer
decides to 'live within the truth' his desire to "manifest his new-found sense of higher
responsibility” takes him beyond a "personal self-defensive reaction against manipulation”
towards a more active commitment:

"He may, for example, organize his fellow greengrocers to act together in defence
of their interests. He may write letters to various institutions, drawing their

attention to instances of disorder and injustice around him. He may seek out
unofficial literature, copy it and lend it to his friends."
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All such action, though not overtly political, takes on a clearly political significance in
the 'post-totalitarian' state which Havel describes. The moral approach also does not mean
avoiding any conflict with the regime. Havel argues that it is often impossible to avoid
such conflict without compromising one's principles:

"More and more frequently, those who attempt to practice the principle of 'small
scale work' come up against the post-totalitarian system and find themselves
facing a dilemma: either one retreats from that position, dilutes the honesty,
responsibility and consistency on which it is based and simply adapts to
circumstances...or one continues on the way begun and inevitably comes into
conflict with the regime."36

Vaclav Benda also argues that it is not enough to retreat into a passive, private moral
stand: "...it is not enough merely to look out for one's own soul and believe that Truth...is
no more than a position which has to be maintained."37

An emphasis on moral values and a moral revival is not, then, a rejection of politics in
the general sense. Havel argues that in the 'post-totalitarian' society, where 'living within
the lie' is the fundamental pillar of the system, 'living within the truth' has an
"unambiguous political dimension". Benda concurs that "under such circumstances, every
genuine struggle for one's own soul becomes an openly political act".38 Central to the
moral approach, however, is the belief that the source of all action must be moral rather
than political. All genuine political activity must have its roots in the moral sphere, and
must reflect a strong moral element - described by Patocka as "the supreme moral
foundation of all things political”. Similarly J.S.Trojan argues that "...the rebirth of
politics must grow out of the spiritual power that addresses us , despite the harsh reality
around us."39

In his essay 'The power of the powerless' Havel explores this relationship between
morality and politics in the special circumstances of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia. He
argues that all genuine and effective political activity originates in the 'pre-political' moral
sphere. Because all overt expressions of political alternatives are repressed, ‘'living within
the truth’' becomes the natural arena and point of departure for all independent critical
activity. Because of the nature of what Havel describes as the 'post-totalitarian’ system, all
such attempts to 'live within the truth' immediately acquire a political dimension, although
they were not originally political in nature:

67



"Given the complex system of manipulation on which the post-totalitarian system
is founded...every free human act or expression, every attempt to live within the
truth, must necessarily appear as a threat to the system and, thus, as something

which is political par excellence."40
Alternative political ideas and concepts may grow out of this pre-political moral sphere,
but because of their origins, all such political concepts will reflect their original moral
foundations. Hence the moral dimension will become an important political phenomenon.
Havel concludes:
"The very special political significance of morality in the post-totalitarian system
is a phenomenon that is at the very least unusual in modern political history, a
phenomenon that might well have...far reaching consequences."41
For many Chartists the moral approach is regarded as the only solution to the problem
of how to bring about change. The best hopes for eventual improvement are seen by many
to lie in the long term and fundamental moral renewal of society, rather than in any more
superficial political changes. Havel rejects the prospects of any traditional political methods
leading to a fundamental improvement:
"A genuine, profound and lasting change for the better...can no longer result
from the victory...of any particular traditional political conception, which can
ultimately be only external, that is, a structural or systemic conception."42
Havel has moved away from his position in 1968, when he advocated the creation of an
opposition party and competition for political power. He now argues that no "dry
organizational" changes alone can guarantee improvements, change must occur at a much
more fundamental level, on the level of a "moral reconstruction of society". Havel
concludes that: "If a better economic and political model is to be created, then perhaps
more than ever before it must derive from profound existential and moral changes in
society."42
Hejdanek agrees that all attempts at improvement can only be successful if based on the
long-term and fundamental renewal of society:
"The main tasks facing us now are long term: raising the people's political
understanding to a much higher level, kindling and encouraging the moral
integrity and independence of mind of ordinary citizens, and promoting a
profound spiritual renewal grounded firmly in the lives of the widest sections of
society."43
The emphasis on the moral approach, therefore, can be seen as an attempt to bring
about transformations in society at a more fundamental level than any previous attempts at
reform. The aim is no longer the change and renewal of the political elite or the political
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system, but the renewal of the whole of society from the bottom up. The moral approach,
therefore, has profound political significance, because it contains a long term but
fundamental orientation towards change. The moral sphere is seen as the starting point for
a "genuine, profound and lasting change for the better”, and as the source of all genuine
and effective political activity.

One question which emerged at the centre of several discussions within the
Czechoslovak opposition was that of the mobilizing power of the ‘'moral’ versus the
'political' approach - that is, the ability of each approach to appeal to large sections of the
population and gain their support.

In his critique of the Charter's purely moral approach, Kusy cites this inability to
mobilize mass support as one of the Charter's major weaknesses. He argues that few
citizens are willing to risk themselves in defence of a purely moral standpoint. Kusy
argues that "abstract moral values do not count for very much here". If the Charter retains
its moral approach and fails to develop a political one, it will continue to appeal to only a
few individuals, an "exclusive community of the Just”. Kusy concludes:

"The moral strength of the Charter...carries within it a fundamental political
weakness. A moral programme cannot inspire the public to mass protests, to

mass actions. It is a commitment taken by individuals upon themselves not to
betray their own consciences and to remain faithful to their own principles in the

face of opposition."44

He argues that an exclusively moral appeal is utopian, and that instead the Charter
should develop an ‘alternative political programme' and an 'alternative positive ideological
conception' corresponding to the moral aims of the Charter.

Havel, on the other hand, argues that it is the formulation of alternative political
programmes and models which is abstract and utopian, and which has little appeal for most
people and is unable to activate them politically.

"There is no way around it: no matter how beautiful an alternative political model
may be, it can no longer speak to the 'hidden sphere’, inspire people and society,
call for real political ferment. The real sphere of potential politics in the post-
totalitarian system is elsewhere: in the continuing and cruel tension between the
complex demands of that system and the aims of life."45

Havel argues that what concerns people most are the fundamental and elementary needs
of human dignity, freedom from humiliation and harassment, the ability to express

themselves freely and creatively, and to enjoy legal security, etc. He argues that this is
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where people's real concerns and interests lie, not in abstract political models and
programmes, which, not rooted in the 'here and now', can easily "degenerate into new
forms of human enslavement”. It is interesting that Havel sees the same flaws in the
narrowly political approach as Kusy ascribes to the moral - it is impractical, utopian and
without general appeal.

Other authors argue that the Charter's moral, rather than political, emphasis makes the
question of the mobilization of mass support less imporiant. Hejdanek explains that
although social support is necessary, it is the 'quality’ and not the 'quantity’ of support for
independent initiatives which is important:

"This is not a question of having a large number of sympathizers but, rather, of

the nature and quality of that sympathy, and the degree to which social support is
firmly anchored. In brief, what is chiefly required is ‘moral' support rather than

political support, however numerically strong it might be."46

Whereas a narrowly political approach presupposes the mobilization of mass support,
by which its success is judged, the moral approach is not so dependent on the numerical
strength of its supporters, gaining its strength instead from the perceived correctness of its
moral stand and the moral courage of individuals. Hence Vaclav Cemy writes of the
Charter: "Its aim is to shake consciences, not the constitution. Its strength is derived
solely from the morality of its cause in the face of lies, subterfuge, manipulation of people
and the hegemony of police power."47

The numerical weakness of the Charter, therefore, is not a sign of fundamental
weakness, because the Charter does not aspire to success on a narrowly political level - that
is on the level of the competition for political power. Sabata concludes: "If we think in
terms of power politics, we are weak. We are up against a huge repressive apparatus. But
although we are weak in this direction, we are very strong in the moral sense, and that is

also power."48
Throughout Chartist writings, several moral values are articulated and emphasized

which, though not specifically claimed as "Charter’ values, appear to be commonly held

amongst Chartists. As well as general values, such as 'truth’, the following more specific
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values can also be identified: individual civic responsibility, the indivisibility of freedom,
equality of all, and co-operation and tolerance.

Individual responsibility: Charter 77 was based on the premise that every individual
shares responsibility for the state of society. The Charter Declaration states that:

"...everyone bears his share of responsibility for the conditions that prevail and
accordingly also for the observance of legally enshrined agreements...It is this
sense of co-responsibility, our belief in the meaning of voluntary citizen's
involvement and the general need to give it new and more effective expression
that led us to the idea of creating Charter 77."

Hence the principle of individual responsibility was fundamental to the Charter and to
the nature of Charter activity. It is frequently emphasized that this individual responsibility
is 'non-transferable’, that each individual stands alone with his conscience and cannot be
represented by anyone else.

Indivisibility of freedom: The principle that it is the responsibility of each individual not
only to defend his own freedom and rights, but equally to defend the freedom and rights of
others is also one of the fundamental principles on which the Charter was founded.
Hejdanek writes:

"...freedom is indivisible: if my fellow-citizen is limited in his freedom, even if he
is my political opponent, I am also limited de facto. We must join forces to

defend ourselves against this common limitation...we must not only defend
ourselves, but also each other, and above all, the one who is not very well able to

defend himself."49

It was this sense of the indivisibility of freedom which, in 1976, prompted many
'dissidents’ to defend the rights of a persecuted rock group, an event instrumental in the
birth of Charter 77. Havel wrote in 1978: "In the spiritual hotbed of the Charter the
concept of civil equality and the indivisibility of freedom plays a significant role.">0
Through their defence of the Plastic People’, the better known 'dissidents' rejected their
status as some kind of 'protected species' and defended the rights of those less well
known. Havel concluded that "...injustice will be criticized regardless of who it is
commited against."0

Equality of individuals: Connected with the first two concepts is the belief in equality.
This leads to Charter 77 being a very open and non-hierarchical community, in which

former prominent politicians and young unknown musicians are on an equal footing.
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Tolerance and co-operation: A combination of the principles of tolerance and equality is
inherent in the nature of Charter 77 as an open community in which everyone is equal and
from which no one is excluded. Havel writes: "Charter 77 is not merely a coalition of
communists and non-communists...but is a community that is a priori open to anyone, and

no one is a priori assigned an inferior position."S!

The Charter's strongly moral emphasis must be viewed against the background of the
perceived moral decline of Czechoslovak society. Chartists are strongly critical of a society
governed by fear and self interest, by consumer values, by apathy and indifference. They
depict a society in which every individual is caught up in the all-pervasive network of
'living within the lie', by which the regime maintains its control. The Charter seeks to
replace fear and self interest with civic responsibility and courage, to replace consumer
values with the highest moral values, to replace apathy with a sense of human dignity. In
short, to move from 'living within the lie' to 'living within the truth'. This is of course a
fundamental move, one which would challenge the very foundations of the power
structure.

Implicit in the moral approach is the idea that the baleful conditions within
Czechoslovakia stem not only from political power - from 'above'- but also from the moral
degeneration of the individual and society 'below', which allows an immoral system to be
imposed upon it. Havel argues:

"Human beings are compelled to live within a lie, but they can be compelled to do
so only because they are in fact capable of living in this way. Therefore not only

does the system alienate humanity, but at the same time alienated humanity
supports this system as its own involuntary masterplan, as a degenerate image of

its own degeneration, as a record of people's own failure as individuals."52
A morally sick society, it is argued, will naturally produce and tolerate an immoral
system. Hence the appeal to solutions based on the moral regeneration of the individual
and society as the first and most essential basis for any improvements. Albert Cerny
writes: "The roots of our present crisis lie...in us ourselves, in our personal lack of
independence. Our national crisis is a moral crisis.">3 He argues that even without the
repressive apparatus of state, solutions will remain impossible without the re-education of

citizens towards an increased consciousness of their duty towards themselves and others
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