
         
            [image: cover image]
         
  

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			Confronting Totalitarian Minds

			Jan Patočka on Politics and Dissidence

			Aspen E. Brinton

			Aspen E. Brinton is assistant professor of international studies at Virginia Commonwealth University


			



			KAROLINUM PRESS

			Karolinum Press is a publishing department of Charles University 

			Ovocný trh 560/5, 116 36 Prague 1, Czech Republic

			www.karolinum.cz

			© Aspen E. Brinton, 2021

			Cover by Jan Šerých

			Epub conversion by Stará škola

			First edition

			A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of the Czech Republic. 

			ISBN 978-80-246-4539-1 (epub)

			ISBN 978-80-246-4519-3 (pdf)

			ISBN 978-80-246-4538-4 (mobi)

			ISBN 978-80-246-4537-7 (print)



			 

			


		

	
    
      Contents

      
        	
          Acknowledgments
        

        	
          Preface
        

        	
          Introduction
        

        	
          Chapter One — Living in Truth: in Conversation with Václav Havel
        

        	
          Chapter Two — Care of the Soul: in Conversation with Dietrich Bonhoeffer
        

        	
          Chapter Three — Confrontation as Polemos: in Conversation with Mahatma Gandhi
        

        	
          Chapter Four — Solidarity of the Shaken: in Conversation with Atomic Activism
        

        	
          Chapter Five — Shipwrecked Existence: in Conversation with Environmental Activism 
        

        	
          Epilogue: Political Distress and Underground Books
        

        	
          Bibliography
        

        	
          Index
        

      

    
    
      
        	
          Cover
        

        	
          Contents
        

        	
          Imprint
        

        	
          Beginning of text
        

      

    
    
      
        	
          9
        

        	
          10
        

        	
          11
        

        	
          12
        

        	
          13
        

        	
          14
        

        	
          15
        

        	
          16
        

        	
          17
        

        	
          18
        

        	
          19
        

        	
          20
        

        	
          21
        

        	
          22
        

        	
          23
        

        	
          24
        

        	
          25
        

        	
          26
        

        	
          27
        

        	
          28
        

        	
          29
        

        	
          30
        

        	
          31
        

        	
          32
        

        	
          33
        

        	
          34
        

        	
          35
        

        	
          36
        

        	
          37
        

        	
          38
        

        	
          39
        

        	
          40
        

        	
          41
        

        	
          42
        

        	
          43
        

        	
          44
        

        	
          45
        

        	
          46
        

        	
          47
        

        	
          48
        

        	
          49
        

        	
          50
        

        	
          51
        

        	
          52
        

        	
          53
        

        	
          54
        

        	
          55
        

        	
          56
        

        	
          57
        

        	
          58
        

        	
          59
        

        	
          60
        

        	
          61
        

        	
          63
        

        	
          64
        

        	
          65
        

        	
          66
        

        	
          67
        

        	
          68
        

        	
          69
        

        	
          70
        

        	
          71
        

        	
          72
        

        	
          73
        

        	
          74
        

        	
          75
        

        	
          76
        

        	
          77
        

        	
          78
        

        	
          79
        

        	
          80
        

        	
          81
        

        	
          82
        

        	
          83
        

        	
          84
        

        	
          85
        

        	
          86
        

        	
          87
        

        	
          88
        

        	
          89
        

        	
          90
        

        	
          91
        

        	
          92
        

        	
          93
        

        	
          94
        

        	
          95
        

        	
          96
        

        	
          97
        

        	
          98
        

        	
          99
        

        	
          100
        

        	
          101
        

        	
          102
        

        	
          103
        

        	
          104
        

        	
          105
        

        	
          106
        

        	
          107
        

        	
          108
        

        	
          109
        

        	
          110
        

        	
          111
        

        	
          112
        

        	
          113
        

        	
          114
        

        	
          115
        

        	
          116
        

        	
          117
        

        	
          118
        

        	
          119
        

        	
          120
        

        	
          121
        

        	
          122
        

        	
          123
        

        	
          124
        

        	
          125
        

        	
          126
        

        	
          127
        

        	
          128
        

        	
          129
        

        	
          130
        

        	
          131
        

        	
          132
        

        	
          133
        

        	
          134
        

        	
          135
        

        	
          136
        

        	
          137
        

        	
          138
        

        	
          139
        

        	
          140
        

        	
          141
        

        	
          142
        

        	
          143
        

        	
          144
        

        	
          145
        

        	
          146
        

        	
          147
        

        	
          148
        

        	
          149
        

        	
          150
        

        	
          151
        

        	
          152
        

        	
          153
        

        	
          154
        

        	
          155
        

        	
          156
        

        	
          157
        

        	
          158
        

        	
          159
        

        	
          160
        

        	
          161
        

        	
          162
        

        	
          163
        

        	
          164
        

        	
          165
        

        	
          166
        

        	
          167
        

        	
          168
        

        	
          169
        

        	
          170
        

        	
          171
        

        	
          172
        

        	
          173
        

        	
          174
        

        	
          175
        

        	
          176
        

        	
          177
        

        	
          178
        

        	
          179
        

        	
          180
        

        	
          181
        

        	
          182
        

        	
          183
        

        	
          184
        

        	
          185
        

        	
          186
        

        	
          187
        

        	
          188
        

        	
          189
        

        	
          190
        

        	
          191
        

        	
          192
        

        	
          193
        

        	
          194
        

        	
          195
        

        	
          196
        

        	
          197
        

        	
          198
        

        	
          199
        

        	
          200
        

        	
          201
        

        	
          202
        

        	
          203
        

        	
          204
        

        	
          205
        

        	
          206
        

        	
          207
        

        	
          208
        

        	
          209
        

        	
          210
        

        	
          211
        

        	
          212
        

        	
          213
        

        	
          214
        

        	
          215
        

        	
          216
        

        	
          217
        

        	
          218
        

        	
          219
        

        	
          220
        

        	
          221
        

        	
          222
        

        	
          223
        

        	
          224
        

        	
          225
        

        	
          226
        

        	
          227
        

        	
          228
        

        	
          229
        

        	
          230
        

        	
          231
        

        	
          232
        

        	
          233
        

        	
          234
        

        	
          235
        

        	
          236
        

        	
          237
        

        	
          238
        

        	
          239
        

        	
          240
        

        	
          241
        

        	
          242
        

        	
          243
        

        	
          244
        

        	
          245
        

        	
          246
        

        	
          247
        

        	
          248
        

        	
          249
        

        	
          250
        

        	
          251
        

        	
          252
        

        	
          253
        

        	
          254
        

        	
          255
        

        	
          256
        

        	
          257
        

        	
          258
        

        	
          259
        

        	
          260
        

        	
          261
        

        	
          262
        

        	
          263
        

        	
          264
        

        	
          265
        

        	
          266
        

        	
          267
        

        	
          268
        

        	
          269
        

        	
          270
        

        	
          271
        

        	
          272
        

        	
          273
        

        	
          274
        

        	
          275
        

        	
          276
        

        	
          277
        

        	
          278
        

        	
          279
        

        	
          280
        

        	
          281
        

        	
          282
        

        	
          283
        

        	
          284
        

        	
          285
        

        	
          286
        

        	
          287
        

        	
          288
        

        	
          289
        

        	
          290
        

        	
          291
        

        	
          292
        

        	
          293
        

        	
          294
        

        	
          295
        

        	
          296
        

        	
          297
        

        	
          298
        

        	
          299
        

      

    
  
		
			In memory of my father

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			This book is a conversation as much as it is also about conversations. It was written with the hope that conversations about philosophical ideas can create moments of beauty, friendship, and transcendence within the everyday banality of an alienating world. Those who had conversations with me about this book, however short or tangential, made this book possible by creating such moments. I wish I could remember every conversation, though I cannot, and I realize that many may not even remember these conversations, even though I do. However limited and imperfect, I give thanks here to what I remember, to those who made this larger written conversation possible through a thousand smaller exchanges of words, ideas, exaltations, and questions: thanks to all the participants of the 2017 Patočka conference in Leuven and Brussels, and especially those who remember that late debate over yet another good Belgian beer about the last lines of Heretical Essays, including Anita Williams, James Dodd, Ian Angus, Emre San, Francesco Tava, Martin Koci, and Daniel Leufer; thanks to our 2017 ASEEES panel of Delia Popescu and Francesco and Martin again, where we had the opportunity to discuss Patočka’s ideas and converse with an American audience about The Socrates of Prague; to Marci Shore and Ludger Hagedorn, for organizing a conference about totalitarianism and Central European philosophy, where conversations with Michael Gubser, Vladimir Tismaneanu, Omri Boehm, Krysztof Czyzewski, Irena Grudzinska-Gross, and Elzbieta Matynia, among many other distinguished guests, let us create a moment of solidarity in the midst of our political distress; to Jonathan Bolton, for several conversations, but most especially for that moment in Brussels that gave momentary light to impending darkness; to David Danaher, for inviting me to converse with your students and colleagues about Havel and Patočka in Wisconsin; to Hana Fořtová, for many conversations about confusing Czech words, and for that wonderful mushroom-picking wander through the Bohemian countryside; to Pavel Barsa, for lingering late on the steps of the IWM for a conversation about the end of the left and right in modern politics; to Klaus Nellen, for listening over coffee to my account of becoming a dissident in a different totalitarian society, and for telling smuggling stories at Nachtasyl; to Kylie Thomas, for sympathy with the precarity of academia; to Walter Famler, for that long afternoon at Café Rathaus talking about Marcuse’s hippopotamus, the dialectics of liberation, and life as a revolutionary; to Bill McKibbon, for answering my email the same day I sent it, and for coming to inspire my students to do better than their institution; to Holly Case, for organizing the twenty-first century Wiener Kreis, creating the Weltzentrum of conversational transcendence with the ongoing hospitality of Dessy Gavrilova and Ivan Krastev; to Alice and Yancy (and the other soldier) for that sublime conversation about what I should tell college students about war, and for your hospitality, friendship, and cat-sitting opportunities during nomadic times; to Ezgi, for so many conversations about life, writing, teaching, absurdity and all the political implications of that shared November morning in Vienna; to William and David, for letting those conversations end by naming the goldfish; to Julian, for picking up the phone that awful morning; to Avril, for picking up the phone that other awful morning, and for our writing ‘vacation’ that helped get this done; to Serena, for trusting me with a more pressing calamity; to Daniel, for making sure I kept laughing and dancing; to Alisa, for letting me be with you on a day of real creation; to Christian, for laughing through a deconstruction of the priestly class at a Warsaw tavern and for calling things by their proper name; to Laura Cronk, for all those extremely sane unscholarly conversations about what’s important, and for giving me peace of mind knowing my loved ones were cared for while I traveled; to my sister, for the anti-conversational expletives at cancer and chemo; to Gerry, for listening yet again, and rising to the call so long beyond normal duty; to my aunt Ginna, for asking so many questions and for understanding that books and politics matter; to Jennifer and Mary, for coming out to hear the other side of the story that last cold December night in Boston; to those whose names I cannot say and the one ‘no’ voter, thank you for speaking truth to power on my behalf; to my students at Boston College who so quickly bridged the theory-practice nexus—you will always help me remember that all of us may someday become the practicum for our own ethical theories.

			I owe ongoing thanks to my colleagues at VCU who took a chance on me and this Czech philosopher, and to Mark Wood and Motse Fuentes who made the future possible; I hope our conversations continue into the years ahead. 

			A special acknowledgement must go to Ludger Hagedorn, without whom many of the conversations already mentioned would not have happened, who supported this project with grace and humor, and who understood what it meant to practice Patočka’s ‘solidarity of the shaken’ and Havel’s ‘power of the powerless’ in the trying world of academia’s politics. 

			More formally, the Institute for Human Sciences (IWM) in Vienna, Austria, supported this project with a residential fellowship to use their archive and complete the manuscript. My sincere and heartfelt thanks to Ludger, Mary, and Ana for everything they did to make the fellows feel welcome at the Institute. The Dean’s Office at Boston College also provided financial support and research leave for this project. 

			This book was written through tumult—personal, professional, and political—and each conversation really did matter, and each moment of support, however small and despite the cliché, really did make a difference in bringing this book into existence. The final conversation that brought this book into print, with Michael Baugh, editor at Karolinum Press, included more living-in-truth than most normal conversations in academic publishing, and I will always be thankful for the unexpected yet conscientious response to the multifaceted tumult of this book’s lifeworld. I would also like to thank Sydney Murray, Courtney Latourrette and Alexander Tyree for their assistance in the final preparation of the manuscript. 

			The prospectus for this book was the next thing I wrote after I composed and delivered the eulogy for my father’s funeral, and so this is dedicated to his memory, but also in memory of all those who, like him, survived the destructiveness of war, experienced ‘the front’ in all its forms, and lived and died with war in their souls. 

		

	
		
			Preface

			An umbrella opens. A tear gas canister explodes. Bodies march. A mural is painted. Someone addresses the crowd from atop a car. A mind goes blank at the sound of gunfire. Time stops. A body goes limp as the handcuffs are put on. Cameras livestream. Banners unfold. Riot police line up. Flags fly and are trampled. Images appear on a billion tiny screens. Crowds swirl. Articles are written. A Molotov cocktail is thrown. Appeals for help go viral. Commentators speculate. The bodies come and go, talking of history, hoping for freedom, trying to speak the truth about power and existential solidarity. They will return, and the questions persist: Why do they go? What if it all goes wrong? What will history say?

			This book tries to illuminate dissident politics as something that might make human life seem more meaningful in the midst of the nihilism, despair, and existential crises wrought by modernity’s political conundrums and calamities. By using Jan Patočka’s ideas as lenses to examine the words of activists and dissidents across time and place, it seeks a glimpse at alternate forms of political thinking that might become antidotes to the totalitarianisms within our minds and political bodies. What is owed to Patočka in formulating these new (but also very old) questions should become clear in the chapters that follow, but what is owed to our contemporaries still working against the totalitarianisms of today should be the beginning, if only because it all must come back to these human confrontations with totalitarianism in the end. A few words to begin, then, from dissidents of the last decade, those who made headlines in recent memory, but who somehow also came to embody the ideas of this book.

			Denise Ho is a spokesperson for the non-violent protest movement still ongoing in Hong Kong in 2020. She gave a speech at the Oslo Freedom Forum in 2019, describing the background to her life and activism:

			The Umbrella Movement in 2014 proved to be a defiant move in a city where the majority of the population has always been so politically indifferent. Why were these young students courageously standing up to this giant machine, one that so many people were fearful of? Walking down the occupied streets of Harcourt Road, I remember seeing all these magnificent expressions of thought and creativity, something that I had never seen in my city. Graffiti, sculpture, art installations, small patches of farming, and our own posted mosaic version of the Lennon Wall, and even a temporary study hall… As a Hong Kong-born singer-song writer and a daughter of an immigrant mother who had spent her teenage years in Montreal, and also, the first female singer to have come out openly in Hong Kong, I had always felt out of place in this city… It was only until this moment, among the aspiring crowds of the Umbrella Movement, that I finally felt a real sense of belonging to this place where I have always called ‘home’… 

			After my involvement in the Umbrella movement, I was banned from China… so I launched a campaign to crowd-sponsor my concert… I built my own system… and also improvised local tours in different districts of Hong Kong. We sang on trams and underground live houses and on sidewalks and even in local shops… By creating socially innovative art, music, and events, [and] by breaking rules and reinventing the game, I want to pass on this message to the younger generations. Create your own possibilities, even when all odds are against you… Fear grows in spaces where we feel alone, judged, and cut off. The key is to not get discouraged and intimidated by the bigger picture. But rather to look within and around ourselves, to find people with similar values and identify the possibilities that exist in our own spaces. By focusing on our everyday lives, on our skills and passion, we can and will reignite our courage… Do your best in what you do best… Live the life that you envision for generations to come. When the system does not provide for us, we take things into our own hands. Our fate is what we make of it. By reconnecting with ourselves we will reconnect with others. And finally, we will reconnect with our flexibility in finding answers as a humanity collective.1

			Extinction Rebellion, an organization that uses non-violent civil disobedience to highlight environmental problems related to climate change, describes its mission on its website:

			Our world is in crisis. Life itself is under threat… We hear history calling to us from the future… It’s a future that’s inside us all—located in the fierce love we carry for our children, in our urge to help a stranger in distress… And so we rebel for this, calling in joy, creativity and beauty. We rise in the name of truth and withdraw our consent for ecocide, oppression and patriarchy. We rise up for a world where power is shared for regeneration, repair and reconciliation. We rise for love in its ultimate wisdom. Our vision stretches beyond our own lifespan, to a horizon dedicated to future generations and the restoration of our planet’s integrity. Together, our rebellion is the gift this world needs. We are XR [Extinction Rebellion] and you are us.

			This is the time. Wherever we are standing is the place… We have just this one flickering instant to hold the winds of worlds in our hands, to vouchsafe the future. This is what destiny feels like. We have to be greater than we have ever been, dedicated, selfless, self-sacrificial… 

			Time is broken and buckled, and seasons are out of step so even the plants are confused. Ancient wisdoms are being betrayed: to everything there was a season, a time to be born and a time to be a child, protected and cared for, but the young are facing a world of chaos and harrowing cruelty. In the delicate web of life, everything depends on everything else: we are nature and it is us, and the extinction of the living world is our suicide…

			Each generation is given two things: one is the gift of the world, and the other is the duty of keeping it safe for those to come. The generations of yesterday trust those of today not to take more than their share, and those of tomorrow trust their elders to care for it… The contract is broken, and it is happening on our watch. A pathological obsession with money and profit is engineering this breakdown…

			Tell the Truth is the first demand of Extinction Rebellion, using fearless speech, Gandhi’s ‘truth-force’ which creates a change of heart… 

			Humans are by nature cooperative, and times of crisis can be times when life is lived transcendently, for a purpose beyond the self. No individual alone is fully human, as the African concept Ubuntu shows: our humanity results from being in connection with each other. Believing that there is no Them and Us, only all of us together, Extinction Rebellion seeks alliances wherever they can be found. We are fighting for our lives and if we do not link arms, we will fail because the forces we are up against are simply too powerful. We need you… 

			For our deepest longings are magnificent: to live a meaningful life, to be in unity with each other and with the life-source, call it the spirit, call it the divine, call it the still small voice, it doesn’t matter what it is called or how it is spelled if it guides us in service to life… 

			This vision has a map. It is the map of the human heart. Believing in unflinching truth, reckless beauty and audacious love, knowing that life is worth more than money and that there is nothing greater, nothing more important, nothing more sacred than protecting the spirit deep within all life. 

			This is life in rebellion for life.2

			“March for Our Lives,” an organization in the United States started by secondary school students, works against gun violence. As written on their website:

			Everywhere we look, gun violence is decimating our families and communities. Whether it’s the mass shootings in shopping malls, concerts, schools, and places of worship, the retaliatory gun violence in urban neighborhoods haunted by the legacy of economic disinvestment, racism, and poverty, or the solitary suicides committed nationwide with increasing frequency, gun violence adds up: over 100 Americans die from it every day. 100 lives lost every single day. We started March For Our Lives to say, “Not One More.” No more school shooting drills. No more burying loved ones. No more American exceptionalism in all the wrong ways. But we cannot do this alone.3

			The Sudanese Professionals Association issued the “Declaration of Freedom and Change” in Khartoum on January 1st, 2019:

			We, the people of Sudan across cities and villages, in the north, the south, the east, and the west; join our political and social movements, trade unions and community groups in affirming through this declaration that we will continue the course of peaceful struggle until the totalitarian regime is removed and the following goals are achieved: First: The immediate and unconditional end of General Omar Al Bashir’s presidency and the conclusion of his administration. Second: The formation of a National Transitional Government. This transitional government will be formed of qualified people based on merits of competency and good reputation, representing various Sudanese groups and receiving the consensus of the majority… Third: Putting an immediate end to all violations against peaceful protesters, repealing of all laws restricting freedoms of speech and expression; and bringing the perpetrators of crimes against the Sudanese people to fair trials in accordance with accepted national and international laws.

			By signing this draft declaration… we affirm that we will continue taking to the streets and leading the nonviolent struggle, until our demands are met. We call upon our brethren in the armed forces to take the side of the Sudanese people and to refrain from supporting Al Bashir by participating in the brutalizing and killing of unarmed civilians.4 

			In 2013, a group of protesters assembled in Istanbul to try to prevent the authorities from cutting down the trees in Gezi park. After protesters were abused by the police, a coalition formed to support the protesters by calling for democratic accountability. Together these groups issued a statement, “We are Taksim Solidarity. We are Here.” These are excerpts from the statement: 

			Taksim Solidarity is comprised of 124 trade unions, political parties, community groups, sports club fan groups, and initiatives embracing diversity and expressing demands in a peaceful, democratic way. It is supported by environmentalists, artists, journalists, and members of the intelligentsia.

			Taksim Solidarity’s demand for a healthy urbanization and liveable city, merged with the cries of millions for more freedom and democracy, reflects a social sensitivity symbolized by Gezi Park. The creative genius of the young, the warm embrace of mothers, the power of the working classes and the loud and clear voices of women, the “we are here too” cries of the LGBT community and the revitalized oldies have come together to turn an irreversible page in the democratic history of this country… These spontaneous countrywide civil society initiatives have unfortunately been confronted with tear gas, water cannons, and rubber bullets. Four youths have lost their lives as result of violence by the police and their accomplices. How inhuman and incomprehensible is it that the government has still not shown any empathy with the families who have lost their beloved children?

			Democratic demands can undoubtedly be met by democratic means. Our society needs an approach by the public administration perceiving the issues, demands, and expectations and taking steps for their solution. We are worried about the criminalization of democratic reactions and the treatment of everyone as guilty, as terrorists, and the use of police force pushing issues to intractability.5

			Historian Marci Shore interviewed those who protested against the Ukrainian government of Victor Yanukovych in the winter of 2013–2014. These are a few moments from The Ukrainian Night: An Intimate History of a Revolution:

			There were moments when Markiyan was certain the revolution had been lost. Yet he kept going back. Once someone asked why he was standing there freezing on the Maidan if he believed all was about to be lost? His only answer was that it was his choice.6 

			‘I had not understood the moment when a person is ready to die. And there I understood it… it’s a departure, a movement beyond the confines of the self, when you experience being with people who are ready to die for you, to make themselves vulnerable for you, to carry you if you’re wounded… a willingness appears—it’s a kind of rapture, a wonder at the possibilities given to man, and enormous gratitude towards others, simply a Begeisterung with generosity and devotion. And an experiencing of an enormous solidarity.’7 

			His shoulder had been battered, but he was not scared away, he stayed on the Maidan. ‘Your mother must have been very upset,’ I said. ‘But she let you go back?’ ‘My mother was making Molotov cocktails on Hrushevskyi Street.’8 

			Tatiana Aleshka was on the streets in Minsk as ongoing protests emerged against the fraudulent reelection of Belorussian President Aleksandr Lukashenko in August 2020: 

			The city has woken up, and people have gone out into the streets to form a human chain of solidarity and to peacefully protest… It is impossible to fall asleep in a city where thousands of people remain behind bars for no reason, where they are humiliated, beaten, and mutilated with full impunity. It is impossible to fall asleep in a city overflowing with security forces, where you can be beaten or have your arm or leg broken, simply because you are waiting for information about your husband, brother, or daughter near the walls of a prison… Yet entirely peaceful protests and demonstrations continue in this city for the third day… The atmosphere is indescribable; words cannot do it justice… When you see it for yourself, when you stand holding flowers on the streets of the city, when you talk to strangers as if they are old friends, it can seem like there is hope… You feel happy to belong to such a people, to form a part of it! But you understand deep within you that they don’t touch you only because the order hasn’t been given… I myself, my friends and acquaintances, along with millions of people in the country don’t need directions to come out to protests. We have had it up to here with life in Lukashenka’s totalitarian state. We don’t need a director to show us where and when to go and what to do.9

			The Black Lives Matter movement in the United States responded to the videoed killing of George Floyd by a police officer, as well as the killing of many other African Americans by the police, with widespread and ongoing protests about racial injustice. Solidarity protests occurred around the world throughout the summer of 2020. These were the two main rallying cries shared by protestors globally:

			“No justice, no peace.” 
“I can’t breathe.”

			

			
				
					1Denise Ho, “Under the Umbrella: Creative Dissent in Hong Kong.” Oslo Freedom Forum, May 27, 2019. Transcribed from video. https://oslofreedomforum.com/talks/under-the-umbrella-creative-dissent-in-hong-kong.

				

				
					2“Why We Rebel,” Extinction Rebellion, curated by Jay Griffiths with XR UK Vision team, accessed January 4, 2020, https://rebellion.earth/the-truth/about-us/.

				

				
					3“Peace Plan: Conclusion,” March for Our Lives, accessed January 30, 2020, https://marchforour-lives.com/peace-plan/.

				

				
					4“Declaration of Freedom and Change,” Sudanese Professionals Association, January 1, 2019, https://www.sudaneseprofessionals.org/en/declaration-of-freedom-and-change/.

				

				
					5“We are Taksim Solidarity, We are Here!” July 19, 2013, https://www.taksimdayanisma.org/taksim-dayanismasi-biziz-biz-buradayiz?lang=en. With thanks to Ezgi Yildiz for a conversation about how ‘solidarity’ and ‘civil society’ translate into Turkish.

				

				
					6Marci Shore, The Ukrainian Night: An Intimate History of Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018) 58.
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      Introduction

      “Because no one can write about Plato

      
        who has not had the Platonic worldview
      

      opened up from inside oneself.”1

      – Jan Patočka

      In various Prague basements and living rooms in the 1970s, Czech philosopher Jan Patočka led seminars on the question of how philosophy might “help us in the distress… [of] the situation in which we are placed.”2 Patočka’s own distress included being forbidden to teach publicly and living under conditions of censorship in Communist Czechoslovakia. Having retreated to private spaces to do his work, he confronted his situation by leading conversations with students and other intellectuals that were later compiled and translated as Plato and Europe.3 Patočka believed that reading Plato in such a situation could begin to alleviate the distress he shared with his listeners.4 In 1977, Patočka would be asked by Václav Havel to become one of the spokesmen for Charter 77, a group of dissidents that aimed to call out the Communist state’s hypocrisy and human rights violations. The police interrogation that followed his involvement in Charter 77 would lead to medical complications and Patočka’s death. His Plato and Europe lectures became some of his last philosophical work, one culmination of a life spent studying not just Plato, but also the work of Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger and the history of Western philosophy more generally.5

      Patočka’s turn toward political action in 1977 is the basis for probing the wider oeuvre of his philosophical work for insights into new ways of thinking that might change the way we frame our distress about our own political situations. This exploration asks whether Patočka’s philosophical thinking can reveal insights valuable to all those in political distress in different times and places. Following the spirit of Patočka’s philosophical project as it might be relevant to perennial ideas about political engagement and dissidence, the goal here is to reconstruct his ideas for a broader audience of dissidents, activists, and engaged global citizens, arguing that his insights are valuable for understanding dissident politics, as well as helpful for critically examining our ways of thinking about political theory.6

      To make this argument, Patočka’s ideas are put into conversation with other dissident-philosophers, those perhaps more well-known: Václav Havel, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mahatma Gandhi, anti-nuclear activists, and global environmentalists. The justifications for these choices will be further elaborated in the chapters that follow, but in general these represent historical moments of dissidence that align conceptually with Patočka’s main ideas, but also have familiar global resonances with wider audiences. By using these examples, the result is a series of textual ‘conversations’ designed to ask why it is that standing up against received opinions and established power structures might be worth our time. Why dissent? Why protest? Most people understand that sometimes dissenting can change political structures, but what about when it seems like nothing will change? What can we do when the powers of ‘business as usual’ are too strong and overwhelming? How is it that some people can carry on dissenting and protesting in conditions of hopelessness and difficulty, when others never think of even beginning such a risky task? Patočka’s work can give us glimpses into the depth of these questions, and the dissident-interlocutors in each of these ‘conversations’ will add further insights when refracted through Patočka’s categories.

      Political Distress and Plato’s Cave

      Patočka chose to talk about political ‘distress’ in his underground lectures through the lens of Plato’s ideas, and Plato’s description of a prisoner leaving his ‘cave’ might be one of the earliest descriptions of a dissident in a philosophical text. The image has been rewritten countless times, and in some ways, it will be rewritten here yet again within this series of conversations. Plato’s cave is not only one of the most iconic and persistent images from the history of Western philosophy, but it is also a story of both political and intellectual liberation: a group of people sits chained in a cave facing a wall of images produced by the shadows of puppets, and those who are chained have come to believe that the shadows make up the full extent of their reality. This might represent all of us, Plato claims, unless we come to realize the ways we are all chained, in particular how the images around us continually entrap us and further our mental enslavement to others’ ideas. We are duped, or so is suggested, unable to turn around to see the world outside the cave until we learn to think in a different way. Education of a certain sort can make us self-aware enough to begin to free us from our many caves, and Plato calls this form of education ‘philosophy.’7 This is not what we think of as professional philosophy today, nor is it exactly a ‘philosophy of life’ in the popular sense; instead, it is a certain way of structuring one’s thoughts, a method of reasoning where one can come to see the shadows as shadows, and by seeing and thinking in a different way, get turned around and out of various caves of illusion and moving towards the sunlight of new realities.

      When Patočka described the significance of Plato’s philosophy for understanding the political distress of his situation, he remarked how “Plato himself forces the philosopher to return to the cave. Philosophers must return to the cave out of duty, even if they do not want to, because something like human life, that is, life where care of the soul is possible, is only realizable under these conditions.”8 Reading Patočka’s lectures and his descriptions of Socrates-the-philosopher returning to the cave to help free others, one can imagine Patočka in the smoke-filled rooms of the Czech dissident underground, taking the role of the philosopher who is trying to help his non-philosopher audience figure out how to care for their souls and confront the stifling ‘normalization’ of totalitarian political conditions.9 Given his circumstances, Patočka might have been living out the Socratic return to the cave, exercising his duty to use philosophy to illuminate the collective distress of his society and recover some modicum of humanity from a dehumanizing political situation. The rest of his Plato and Europe lectures elaborate what it means to ‘care for the soul,’ including the history of the idea, its political and existential consequences, and how caring for the soul can impart transcendence into mundane situations.10 (See Chapter Two for a full description of ‘caring for the soul.’) Patočka wanted to use philosophy for elaborating what it meant to find a modicum of transcendence within history and political action; he then confronted his collective ‘distress’ by suggesting Plato and other philosophers might help us think beyond our entrapments and help us come to believe that we can (and should) make ourselves an active part of history’s unfolding possibilities.11 This history is ‘heretical,’ according to the title of another of Patočka’s later works, Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History, and within his heresies are various kinds of dissidence that will be elaborated in later chapters.12

      In the more than two thousand years since Plato’s parable about knowledge and ignorance entered into the human conversation about how to live a good life by thinking in a new way, this seductive allegory of the cave has inspired unending interpretations, some of which are clichéd, others helpful, and many obscure in their philosophical technicalities. Due to such interest and proliferation, however, no one has ever been able to assign the allegory of the cave to the mere past; it lives on indefinitely, and the cave reappears in the actions and ideas it has produced across different historical eras and within various cultures. In Plato’s world, Socrates the philosopher was condemned to death for ‘corrupting the youth’ and ‘believing in false gods’; in every age, people believe there is something that corrupts the youth, and every age and era has its ‘gods’ (literal and metaphorical) that can be denied.13 Every new student who reads Plato must, therefore, reread the allegory of the cave into a present situation. Patočka’s lectures in Plato and Europe were indeed such a rereading, and so too might this account of Patočka’s thinking be yet another. To return to the cave to help others liberate themselves from false ideas, to undertake the practice that Patočka calls ‘care for the soul,’ and then to practice solidarity and dissident politics—these cannot be mixed together as identical kinds of thinking and action, but they are all interrelated ideas one can discuss alongside Patočka’s life and thought. The way he philosophizes about these practices and evokes the potential interrelationship between philosophy and politics, I will argue, is the articulation of a particular vision of human life that should command our attention and thought.

      Dissident Methods

      ‘Dissident,’ however, was not what Patočka called himself for most of his life, so this approach is not without some necessary caveats. While he wrote and studied topics not directly in line with the Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy of his Communist state, until Charter 77, he did not become actively involved in ‘the politics of dissent’ in the ‘public sphere.’14 Given the context of his situation, however, the argument here is that ‘politics’ was implied through and within any rejection of the official discourse and ideology of the Communist state, even if those who gathered together in alternative ‘underground’ spaces ironically called their actions ‘anti-politics.’15 Charter 77 famously claimed it was not political—perhaps ironically, or perhaps to lessen the brutality the signatories knew would be forthcoming from state authorities. Political dissidence was implied, however, by the circumstances of Patočka’s writing and lecturing in the underground, especially when he chose to keep doing philosophy when he was not ‘officially permitted’ to be a professor in public at a university. His audience of students and intellectuals would have understood his underlying unorthodox and ‘dissident’ intention as he set about outlining their mutual “distress” using philosophy and holding an underground philosophy seminar. In his Plato and Europe lectures, Patočka assumed in his audience a common experience of repressive politics, and used philosophy to illuminate the cave of existence for that audience. By the end of these lectures, he suggested that caring for the soul was a way of moving toward potentials for the liberation of one’s mind, even if one’s body had to remain enchained due to the politics of the time. Patočka thought Plato represented the beginning of European historical consciousness,16 so he used lectures about Plato (among many other inspirations) to describe the shared distress of an historical moment; with Charter 77, he then stepped into history through his own political actions.17

      Since his death, scholarly recognition from various disciplines, including mostly intellectual historians and philosophers, has emerged arguing that Patočka’s political action was connected to his philosophical ideas.18 I follow in agreement with the basic intuition of these scholars, building off their assertions and arguments about the political relevance of Patočka’s ideas for the discipline of political theory. This elaboration for political theory seems necessary at this moment in time, as the majority of the scholarship in circulation about Patočka is not directly concerned with digging deeply into his political thinking, and is instead concerned with his contribution to the study of Husserl, Heidegger, phenomenology, and Czech history.19 These commentaries do not necessarily approach his work as if the political drama of his death had defined his life, and argue instead that his main contribution to contemporary philosophy is his work on phenomenology and its impact on Continental philosophy, and that his main contribution to Czech philosophy is his analysis of Comenius and Masaryk, important figures in Czech intellectual history.20 In contrast to these more sustained conversations, the scholarship about Patočka’s political ideas can seem, at least superficially, somewhat more episodic. While this account is meant to add one more fragment to the conversation about Patočka’s political ideas already happening in European circles, it is also meant to try to cohere a line of conversation very much already in existence about the importance of politics in his work, therein generating more conversation about Patočka’s ideas within comparative political theory, bringing in both global voices and Anglo-American political theory. Such an analysis might very well have fallen into obscurity given the lack of name recognition of its primary subject to these audiences, so it seemed important to put Patočka’s ideas into conversation with more well-known figures like Havel, Bonhoeffer, Gandhi and important activist voices from well-known historical and contemporary contexts. There are many other dissidents who might also belong here as relevant interlocutors, and choices of inclusion and exclusion are always difficult and costly; those chosen here are meant to be representative examples, never fully adequate to show every relevant aspect of Patočka’s ideas, but hopefully evocative enough to promote further conversation and research.

      By bringing together the viewpoints of various authors on the topic of dissident politics in order to illuminate the importance and applicability of Patočka’s ideas, patterns emerged that inevitably went beyond the scope of Patočka’s specific assertions. Perhaps controversially, I have chosen to analyze those general patterns of thinking and emerging forms of dissidence, especially in the concluding chapter. As there are many voices in the discussions that follow here, the reader should be forewarned that the conversations on occasion become more than the sum of their parts, and patterns of argument will sometimes go beyond a summary of what Patočka said or did not say. While the methodology of a scholarly philosophical commentary usually entails stopping at the border between what the philosopher said and what the commentator thinks (and the struggle to find that border with accuracy), the methodology of political theory entails building toward an argument with implications for praxis, that is, for how to do politics in the world based on a set of ideas. Philosophers might challenge this method as going out of bounds, yet political theorists would read a ‘merely’ philosophical commentary and ask: ‘So what? Why does it matter for how we do things?’ This account is an attempt at engaged political theory, and therefore it will sometimes move forward into the practical details of this author’s own chosen examples of the problems Patočka only abstractly evoked.

      Even if this method challenges the conventions of philosophical commentaries, the hope is to encourage readers to appreciate why the ‘merely philosophical’ debate about Patočka’s works should be read and studied more deeply and thoroughly.21 It is necessary to approach all dissidents’ writings by first trying to understand the dissident’s own self-understanding.22 Who one is to oneself matters for what one does in the world. Patočka saw himself as a philosopher first and foremost. So, while this is a political-theoretic approach, it should lead back to philosophy and to Patočka’s understanding of a ‘philosopher’ as someone responsible for turning others around in the cave through the right use of powerful ideas and arguments. Patočka’s arguments shed light on how dissidence requires a certain understanding about what it means to act in the world through a philosophy of history, including how to dwell within that world while simultaneously transcending it. To understand this approach, the method of presentation calls for an integration of philosophy and historical thinking to illuminate politics, even if this is neither a history book nor exactly a philosophy book. As an attempt at political theorizing with philosophical texts, it might seem nonetheless too philosophical to some political theorists. If the main protagonist is indeed a philosopher, though, much of what is required to explain his existence and action is philosophical. The problem of what makes people (including philosophers) engage and act in the world politically, especially in the case of dissidence against perceived injustice in governmental systems, is still the main question at stake within these philosophical explorations.

      The governments and political systems addressed in these dissident conversations can then include not just totalitarian Communist regimes, but also democracies, colonial empires, military dictatorships, and the world-governance attempts of technocratic international organizations. Injustice is possible within every kind of government, and so too is dissidence and political action always possible against those governments. The people who protest against unjust governments—in whatever time, place, political system, and culture—have something in common with one another, and this book is written to illuminate their actions, wherever they might be on Plato’s trajectory (inside the cave or headed out of the cave already), and wherever they might be on their own trajectory of self-awareness vis-à-vis their historical situation, what Patočka calls “emplacement.”23 It is a complicated task to develop a sense of emplacement and self-awareness about ‘where you are’ in the course of history, but from the patterns that emerge in these conversations, it can be suggested that a sense of place and a sense of history are minimal prerequisites for being a dissident. Each interlocutor in conversation with Patočka in this account was deeply concerned with the place of human beings within history, as well as their own role in creating that history. These conversations reveal how we are placed within lives (and political systems) we have not chosen, and how our time and our place is put upon us, along with whatever distress that time and place create for us. Through the accidents of birth, however, we are nonetheless given occasional degrees of freedom to ‘make something’ of our historical moment. How to ‘live within’ that place in history where we find ourselves, to make something of it, and to do so truthfully, is a task of great political significance. It is also a task of considerable existential difficulty. Assuming Patočka was interested in helping others turn around and unshackle themselves from the constraints of cave-dwelling, evoking his ideas might help us think into existence moments of unshackling to overcome the existential and political inertia of our given place—and this moment—in history.

      Unshackling this narrative from the strict traditions of philosophical analysis is necessary, or so I will contend, to respond to this particular moment in history.24 As a playwright might consider putting famous characters who never knew each other together at a dinner party for a scene in a play, perhaps intentionally disturbing and disorienting an audience, each chapter that follows might be read as something of a posthumous heretical dialogue that imagines what might have happened had Patočka been able to be in conversation with these activist thinkers. This is done through staging dialogues about four of Patočka’s key notions as they might be understood by his conversation partners: ‘living in truth,’ ‘the care of the soul,’ ‘confrontation,’ and ‘solidarity of the shaken.’ To clarify this structure of analysis, each of these concepts will be explained briefly here in the introduction, as each is also the central theme of a subsequent chapter. The notions of ‘heretical history’ and ‘existential recognition’ pervade various concepts and chapters, so the remainder of the introduction will sketch the ties between political dissidence, historical self-awareness, and transcendence in Patočka’s work, as well as explaining briefly how ‘existential recognition’ might be one extension of this synthesis, that is, an extension of the patterns amounting to more than the sum of the parts.

      ‘Living in truth’ is a way of living, a way of seeking truth, and a way of being ‘in’ a place. Chapter One is a conversation and exegesis about how Patočka might have thought about ‘living in truth,’ how Václav Havel deployed ‘living in truth’ as one main pillar of his philosophically-informed dissidence, and how understanding Patočka and Havel on the idea of ‘living in truth’ can be helpful to dissidents in general as they seek to articulate new forms of political thinking. Havel was a playwright first (later a dissident and politician) who dedicated his most well-known essay, “The Power of the Powerless,” to Patočka. They had actual conversations with one another, so this conversation is not entirely a hypothetical exercise, as the later chapters are. Examining Havel’s writing in light of Patočka’s ideas becomes an exposition of four layers of ‘living in truth’ that Havel and Patočka both approached from different angles of vision: the inward truth of the self, the truth of others, the truth of the political community, and truth as a recognition of objectivity’s limits.

      For Patočka and Havel both, the depth of the phrase ‘living in truth’ comes from the fact that it entails an analysis of ‘living,’ that is, ‘how to live well?’ as a classical philosophical and existential question. It also requires a certain idea of ‘truth’ in relation to living well, and one that goes beyond mere objective facts towards a recognition that individuals see the phenomenon of the world in important non-objective ways. The element of Patočka’s thinking about ‘living in truth’ that is most relevant to dissidents, however, might be how he developed the ‘in’—this particular preposition as the linkage between a mode of living and a mode of truth.25 For Patočka, one has to try to move toward truth, strive to be within it, and this makes truth necessarily a place. Humans are ‘emplaced’ in their world, and this place might be amidst truths or lies, and therefore one might be living in truth or living in lies.26

      When truth becomes a place, rather than an abstract form or idea only possible through a limiting and restrictive definition, the life that ‘truth’ makes possible is not merely an individual life, but the individual is necessarily in a context, a structure, a community, a language, and a world. At the end of Patočka’s Prague Spring lectures, entitled Body, Community, Language, World, he stated that he had tried to come up with a “conception of the world” that enables humans to “live in truth,” and that humans can do this “because they are not indifferent to themselves and to their being.”27 We are, in other words, self-aware and reflective. He claims that the sort of human being who can relate to his or her particular context overcomes indifference and “is at home with itself,” and has found a place, because he or she inhabits a certain “region of explicit relating,” that is, a region where one can confront the world in an engaged way that avoids indifference.28 Truth is this region—this place—to be found through actively (not indifferently) choosing how to relate to the world. ‘Living’ and ‘relating,’ however, never really get put into the past tense in a definitive way: to say that ‘he lived in truth’ or he ‘related to the world,’ in one way or at one moment, is not resonant with how Patočka developed his ideas. These are processes that are forever continuing and do not end, processes of continual motion towards a place that recedes past our line of sight. The retreating horizon then becomes, for Patočka, a place to ‘live’: “Horizons are not mere possibilities but are always already in part realized. To live in horizons means to broaden actuality immensely, to live amid possibilities as if they were realities.”29

      To make this somewhat more concrete, one ‘place’ where we find ourselves, which Patočka analyzes at some length in these lectures, is within our body, what he calls ‘corporeity.’ He remarks that “in their corporeity, humans stand at the boundary between being, indifferent to itself and to all else, and existence in the sense of a pure relation to the totality of all there is. On the basis of their corporeity, humans are not only the beings of distance but also the beings of proximity, rooted beings, not only inner-worldly beings but also beings in the world.”30 Thus we cannot ever really get all the way ‘outside of ourselves’ to a totally pure perspective on the ‘outside’ world because our bodies are here on earth in the world, in a context and in a place, the truth deriving in part (though not entirely) from that place. We can see ourselves moving towards the horizon and towards other places, though, so we are not fully ‘rooted’ as an object would be, like the ‘rooted’ tree that the metaphor comes from.31 We are not motionless objects, but rather subjects of our lives-in-motion. Patočka’s “living in truth,” is not, therefore, merely a relativist approach to throw away the idea of absolute truth, but is rather a way of, as he claims, challenging the idea that humans are only “heirs of the absolute” where they think they “have a license to subjugate all reality, to appropriate it and to exploit it with no obligation to give anything in return.”32

      Such hubristic exploitation of the world is what Patočka wants to caution us against; a perspective where we believe we have arrived at the absolute truth puts us in danger of such hubris. So he claims that his method of ‘living in truth’ strives to conceive of human beings instead as in motion towards ideas of the absolute—as, after all, we can conceive of absolutes (like God or infinity)—but because our bodies are embedded and placed in the “rooted” world, humans must recognize that they are not the absolute, not the transcendent and the all-powerful universal entities we sometimes claim we are.33 A theory of motion (based in part on Aristotle’s ideas) precedes his conclusions about how humans live in the world in perpetual motion.34 Humans are always in motion towards something for Patočka, going towards a place that they are not indifferent to, both in their minds and with their body.35 Unlike a purely metaphysical theory of the absolute, though, for Patočka we never get ‘there,’ to an absolute place; life (and the mode of ‘living well’ that derives from these assumptions) is a life in motion towards a set of possibilities, and one of those possibilities is moving toward a transcendent absolute, but this is not the only possibility. He calls this approach to the world “living for the sake of,” and such living is the hallmark of overcoming “indifference to the world.”36

      This might initially sound too abstract to be political. For any activist who has ever sought to recruit more people to an important political cause or movement, however, these ideas should resonate. Activists undertake a life where (at least partially) they must live for the sake of the cause, where they become part of a movement towards a new possibility, and they have conceived of that possibility through a thought process that must eschew indifference; they must care about what they are doing, and care enough to put themselves (including their bodies) in motion toward a goal that might never be reached in its total fullness. Overcoming the indifference of others who are around them—whether that is done with campaigns, petitions, marches or other methods of raising awareness—is for an activist or dissident what it means to fully live in the world as a moral human being. Through this mode of life, though, one recognizes that getting to a place of absolute perfection is likely impossible; one approaches a horizon, but with each forward step, the horizon regenerates itself a step farther away. A mere human being cannot make the horizon stop retreating, and activists must continually ask themselves where they are going and whether they are living in truth, including the core questions from Plato’s cave: what ideas (as shadows) have we received from our culture, society, parents, political systems, religion and history that we merely accept? Why do we not question these systems, these traditions, and this supposed wisdom of the ages? Where are we, and how do we move away from shadows to a new place of truth?

      Even after the Velvet Revolution displaced the Communist governments with democratic ones, even after Havel had served multiple terms as president, and even as life for everyone in Czechoslovakia changed quite substantively, Havel was true to this sort of philosophical stance Patočka had outlined: he claimed the “existential revolution” towards living in truth was not completed, not over, and still had a long way to go:

      ‘To live in truth’ has its tradition in Czech philosophy but basically has biblical roots — it does not mean just the possession or communication of information. Because information, like a virus, circulates in the air so one person may absorb more and another one less. Truth, however, is a different matter because we guarantee it with our own self. Truth is based on responsibility. And that is an imperative that is valid in every age. Obviously, it takes slightly different forms today. Luckily, you don’t have to hang portraits of a Havel, or a Klaus or a Kaczyński in the shop windows anymore and of course we no longer live under totalitarian pressure — but that doesn’t mean we’ve won. We still need what I refer to as an ‘existential revolution,’ even though it might look different in different places.37

      Each of the four dimensions of truth discussed in in the first chapter in conversation with Havel has within it some sense of motion; each truth is a type of place one can approach, but never quite arrive fully within. We do not ever fully win. But by looking at the world in this way, Patočka suggests various ramifications for political undertakings, especially for dissident movements. Patočka’s and Havel’s ideas of ‘living in truth’ establish the foundation to generate a set of questions for activists and dissidents to continue probing various modes of indifference in the hearts and minds of other human beings. Questions of truth—as well as the questions generated in other chapters about care, solidarity, confrontation and recognition—might be able to sustain movement and movements toward possibilities. For those who are not activists and dissidents, the challenge posed by these questions is still highly relevant: how to live well, how to find truth, and how to find one’s place in a world are questions necessary for everyone. Yet these are also questions that we cannot ever answer absolutely, questions that remain open infinitely and indefinitely, and questions that show us how to move towards possibilities.

      Just as Havel asked dissident-activists to live in truth, going beyond just contemplating truth or formulating abstract truths, later chapters are also meant to show how to ‘live within’ the other ideas evoked by Patočka’s texts, ideas that entail methods of how to act out ‘truth’ in the political world of particular moments in history. With that in mind, after dissecting the notion of ‘living in truth’ in the first chapter, the second will turn to the ideas of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, especially his writings from prison and the posthumously published fragments of his Ethics. A protestant pastor and theologian in Nazi Germany, Bonhoeffer had a keen sense of his place history, by both choice and necessity, but especially through his participation in a plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler, and then his arrest (and execution) by the Nazis. Writing in this context of historical urgency about the history of ethical thinking puts Bonhoeffer and Patočka on common ground. The comparison of their ideas helps to illuminate two perspectives on the ‘care of the soul,’ a Platonic cornerstone concept necessarily reworked in times of political urgency.38 That urgency refracts back into more peaceful and sedate times with insights about to how to come to see oneself in light of history, philosophy, and a philosophy of history that allows for the ‘care of the soul’ within a community.39

      When Patočka aims the received tradition of Socrates back at contemporary philosophy and politics, he knows he must somehow explain how, two thousand years later, he himself as Jan Patočka is living in a totalitarian society extremely hostile to philosophers and the task of constantly examining. He is within a world where the Socratic method is very far from being sufficiently realized in everyday practice. He is not living in a context of ‘progress,’ as his ‘today’ is not necessarily better than his ‘yesterday.’ To begin to ask the Socratic question anew again, Patočka reads from Plato a possibility, a horizon he can see beyond, where Socrates’ life does not end in martyrdom for truth, but where, because we have taken a Platonic stance toward caring for the soul, something different has happened:

      From the cultivating of our soul arises the possibility of forming the state, the community that is necessary so that a person like Socrates does not have to die… the question of the polis and its constitution, its constituting, is again the question of the soul, its character and its examination.40

      Caring for the soul, in this view, is deeply political. Is a world possible where Patočka himself does not have to die after police interrogation, but also where those like Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Gandhi are not assassinated, and where we might not have to live within the possibilities of being vaporized by an atomic bomb or washed away as sea levels rise?41 The process of envisioning such a world (and transcending today’s everyday world through such thinking) is in itself caring for the soul, and involves searching for the obscured truths that society, tradition, and unthinking conformity have hidden from view. Once these necessary inward truths of the soul are uncovered from their concealment, we can live in a different way, in truth, and begin looking toward a different kind of state and community.42 Care of the soul and living in truth are thus closely related and intertwined ideas.

      Bonhoeffer’s vantage point puts Patočka’s ideas into high relief, as his life demonstrates the depth and urgency of historical self-awareness and its relationship with transcendence. He reveals the way in which dissidence requires the combination of horizontal and vertical thinking, of thinking upward towards higher ideas at the same time as recognizing the consequences of one’s ‘emplacement’ on earth. Havel wrote that ‘living in truth’ had “biblical roots,” and on this he would agree with both Bonhoeffer and Patočka. The conversation between Patočka and Bonhoeffer therefore identifies three modalities of what I call earth-bound transcendence. Patočka claims that the ‘care of the soul’ has an ontological, a social-political and an existential dimension,43 and therefore this chapter discusses three aspects of Bonhoeffer’s thinking that are meant to further clarify Patočka’s three-fold distinction: (1) Bonhoeffer’s ‘religionless Christianity’ is an ontological idea challenging traditional religious belief structures through conceiving of the ‘soul’ at the intersection of divine and earthly, and paradoxically comparable to Patočka’s challenge to metaphysics in his ‘negative Platonism’; (2) ‘sacrifice’ is a social-political idea discussed by both Bonhoeffer and Patočka as a mode of care for the world; (3) a comparison of Bonhoeffer’s idea of ‘worldliness’ (Mundigkeit in German) and Patočka’s idea of ‘amplitude’ show how both are concerned with existential ideas that call for solidity of character and the ability to live within contradictions. The ontological, the social-political and the existential are integrated through ‘care of the soul,’ and these three examples begin to illuminate the consequences of this integration for human action.

      Each of these ideas is also an example of combining a form of vertical thinking with a form of horizontal thinking, staying rooted to the earth while transcending the bounds of circumstances.44 For a pastor and theologian, vertical thinking is easily demonstrated by the upward gaze toward God and divinity as a necessary stance for faith. Not all pastors, however, become politically engaged as Bonhoeffer did, so the other element of his thinking that created the ground for political action was horizontal, looking outward toward his community and his historical moment as a ‘place’ where living in truth and the care of the soul must also occur.45 To care for one’s community is to care for one’s soul in light of both divinity and one’s neighbors, at least in Bonhoeffer’s view, and this has important structural analogies with Patočka’s vertical thinking about the primacy of humanity’s morality in combination with a horizontal view towards the importance of history, emplacement, and being-with-others. These stances are, in their internal logic, perhaps contradictory; they imply moving in two different directions at once. Instead of rejecting contradiction, however, this conversation between Patočka and Bonhoeffer attempts to show how embracing contradiction itself can be a mode of transcendence within the mundane urgency of empirical facts. To undertake the sacrifices necessary for political dissidence, one might have to hold in one’s mind an idea of human beings as ontologically contradictory, and from that idea dissidence might arise more easily.

      Both Patočka and Bonhoeffer, furthermore, were forced to write in the genre of unfinished books. Bonhoeffer’s Ethics was incomplete at the time of his death; in Letters and Papers from Prison, texts that were hidden in the rafters of his house during the war were unearthed and published by someone else. Several of the most ‘comprehensive’ sources of Patočka’s work are drafts of lectures or compilations of students’ notes from his lectures (including Plato and Europe and Body, Community, Language, World). Like with Bonhoeffer’s Ethics, this creates academic debate about ordering, intention, and translation.46 Not being able to ‘finish’ a book due to the urgency of life’s circumstances, and not being able to say exactly what one would have said in a less fear-ridden environment—these were circumstances both writers shared. Manuscripts might have been confiscated by secret police; it was easy to be arrested for saying certain things and being too explicit in one’s political statements would surely make the punishment worse. The written texts that come out of such circumstances are peculiar, making for a special kind of reading exercise. Examining these texts is not, as a professional philosopher might say, an exercise in ‘systematic’ study; the systems are not complete, and the author might not be aiming for anything systematic. Indeed, some of Patočka’s and Bonhoeffer’s writings are collections of fragments, potentially peppered with deliberate obfuscation and euphemisms, and while containing many finished and profound thoughts about politics, they are often lacking finished elaborations and applications of those thoughts.47 Therefore this ‘reading’ of these texts is also sometimes an interpretation in search of applications that were never elaborated.48 Especially in Chapter Two, the form of the argument may also follow the structure of the content, where from contradictory fragmented texts, we are meant to learn something about the contradictory and fragmented lives that are lived in the midst of complicated political landscapes. In the end, Patočka’s idea of caring for the soul, where such care is the integration of the person, the community, and a sense of history, can illuminate these contradictions, but also show a way forward towards action.

      In Chapter Three, Patočka’s ‘three movements of human existence’ and his idea of polemos become the grounds for examining how confrontation (in its political and philosophical forms) can arise as a result of living in truth and caring for the soul, eventually setting up the possibility for seeking solidarity of the shaken (discussed in Chapter Four). By looking to Mahatma Gandhi’s reflections on his campaigns in India and South Africa, and his development of satyagraha as a form of non-violent resistance, Patočka’s understanding of war, movement, and the structure of human existence are shown to be further extensions of living a life of sacrifice, amplitude, and problematicity. Following the structure of Patočka’s ‘three movements human existence,’ the implications of each movement are more fully elaborated through application to moments in Gandhi’s life and thinking.

      Patočka’s first movement, which he calls “the movement of sinking roots, of anchoring—an instinctive-affective movement of our existence,”49 is discussed in light of both Gandhi’s personal biography (his choice to start his movement on Tolstoy Farm in South Africa and his eventual return to his homeland in India) and the later development of a specific set of affective grounding and anchoring processes as a requirement for participating in the satyagraha movement: if satyagraha activists did not show themselves to be capable of controlling their own bodies and grounding their existence in practices of khadi (spinning cloth for one’s own clothing) and brahmachurya (control of bodily functions and appetites), they were not allowed to undertake the ‘work’ of activism. As Patočka’s ‘second movement’ of human existence concerns “the movement of our coming to terms with the reality we handle, a movement carried out in the region of human work,”50 Gandhi demonstrates how a notion of work (including political work) can be valuable intrinsically, set apart from its final results, or ‘fruits,’ as Gandhi calls it. This paradoxical form of action that denies the importance of immediate results is essential for all activists to understand, as much of the work of activism does not bear immediate or tangible ‘fruits.’ Sometimes results are delayed; sometimes there are no results.

      As Gandhi saw himself as a ‘warrior,’ albeit a nonviolent one, Patočka’s ‘third movement’ of human existence is explored through examining the relationship between his idea of confrontation, or what he calls polemos, and the overall structure of Gandhi’s life. As the first two movements are considered by Patočka to be incomplete without the third, and susceptible to forms of inauthenticity, the life of Gandhi demonstrates how the integration of the first and second movements creates a human existence that is, in Patočka’s words, “the movement of existence in the true sense, the movement of self-achievement.”51 Gandhi’s life then becomes a terrain to explore how political movements and confrontation arise as the culmination of a certain modality of living philosophically, or ‘living in problematicity,’ as Patočka sometimes calls it.52 Confrontation, or polemos, and its relationship to the third culminating movement of human existence then raise the difficult perennial question about the role of violence in human life and politics. This leads to a discussion of the last of Patočka’s Heretical Essays, where he thinks through what the front-line experience of war (in particular World War One) tells us about human existence in contexts of violence. Patočka derives his usage of polemos from Heidegger, who borrowed it from its ancient Greek usage in Heraclitus.53 In a basic sense, the word means ‘confrontation,’ but Patočka expands this to a larger conceptual framework to explain the relationship between conflict, the polis, and philosophy:

      It [polemos] is at the same time that which constitutes the polis and the primordial insight that makes philosophy possible. Polemos is not the destructive passion of a wild brigand but is, rather, the creator of unity. The unity it founds is more profound than any ephemeral sympathy or coalition of interests; adversaries meet in the shaking of a given meaning, and so create a new way of being human—perhaps the only mode that offers hope amid the storm of the world: the unity of the shaken but undaunted.”54

      It seems for Patočka that the idea of polemos unites the concepts of ‘living in truth,’ ‘care of the soul,’ and ‘solidarity of the shaken.’ This ‘new way of being human’ arises within ‘the shaking of a given meaning,’ which is to say that all questions must be thrown open, all dogmas challenged, and the ‘unity’ that remains is a group of human beings in the realm of freedom searching for truth. Engaging in this search is to ‘live in truth,’ but to live in truth via polemos is to understand one’s weakness and the difficulty of a life situation, thus being willing to confront the situation and face up to one’s responsibility for that situation. This is perhaps another way of both caring for the soul (individually), but linking that care to solidarity with others who are similarly shaken in positions of vulnerability.

      To put Patočka’s ideas into conversation with Gandhi’s thoughts on non-violence and satyagraha, therefore, will further elaborate the relationship between Gandhi’s ‘truth-force,’ and the nature and origin of that ‘force,’ exploring whether Patočka’s idea of polemos is useful more generally on the question of violence and non-violence.55 This requires seeing polemos in light Patočka’s earlier lectures in Body, Community, Language, World, where he theorizes the ‘three movements of human existence’ and the importance of corporality for understanding human existence. The ‘third movement’ for Patočka is the most important culminating construction of one’s own human existence, and his definition of the third movement and his definition of polemos have too much in common to not wager a comparison and connection.56 Gandhi helps illuminate this connection because his modality of confrontation depended on corporality, especially given his method of putting bodies in front of authorities and provoking violence, but also when he insisted on a nonviolent mode of bodily confrontation by satyagraha activists.57 Marches, sit-ins, fasting, celibacy and the Gandhian way of non-violent politics required the politicization of one’s body and a willingness to use one’s body in the name of political sacrifice. In order to do this, one needed significant philosophical instruction, and the mind and the body are not at all separate in this task; Gandhi is a challenge to Cartesian dualism, among other things.

      Gandhi describes how a satyagraha activist must be trained in forms of bodily movement and stillness through the inculcation of the right ideas, including specific notions about humanity and the human relationship to oneself, to others, and to the world. Like Havel, Bonhoeffer, and Patočka, Gandhi also had a specific way of connecting horizontal and vertical thinking and placing the intersection at the core of his understanding of the human soul. Drawing on both Hinduism and Christianity, Gandhi has a vertical idea of ‘love’ that is meant to be a form of transcendence, but he calls on activists to be soberly earthbound in their relationships to their communities and to political action; spinning cloth from locally-grown cotton is done as part of a path of spiritual transcendence, and this is but one example. Gandhi’s notion of sacrifice (drawn from the Bhagavad Gita), asks human beings to act in such a way to give up the fruits of their actions and focus on the action itself; this form of renunciation helps us understand Patočka’s idea of a higher sacrifice as a way of doing things ‘for the sake of nothing’ in order to do something ‘for the sake of everything.’58 (See Chapter Two.) This renunciation of instrumental gains helps us understand how dissident politics is often done seemingly for the sake of no specific possible policy outcome, no specific material gain, and no specific want of territorial aggrandizement; rather, it is rather done for the intrinsic value of the action itself. From renunciation and through non-violence, action is thus sustained in circumstances of hopelessness.

      The ‘conversation’ between Gandhi and Patočka is framed in terms of paradoxes that do not demand resolution, but rather evoke possibilities for new forms of responsible human action. Gandhi wants to start with emplacement and corporality, as does Patočka, and in doing so concludes that the space between public and private usually conceived of as necessary for effective politics is collapsed; the personal becomes political, but so too does the political become personal. Paradoxical as well, Gandhi demands we act for no specific set of ends or goals, renouncing the fruits of action, but therein creating a more powerful and more earth-shattering form of action than any instrumental or objective end-goal. The third paradox is perhaps the most helpful in asking new questions about the ambiguity at the end of Patočka’s Heretical Essays: is he advocating and praising the violence of war, or is he, as Gandhi does, evoking the meaning and substance infused into life’s third movement by taking up the task of being a warrior, where there are such paradoxical things as ‘non-violent war’ and ‘non-violent warriors’? Together these three paradoxes illuminate Patočka’s work as much as they point to the tensions and complications within the Gandhian approach to activism and dissidence. Gandhi managed a colossal feat of shaking the world apart, an unshackling and rupture that eventually destroyed the global political system of British colonialism, and managed to do so by provoking violence rather than inflicting it.

      It is within Patočka’s concept of ‘solidarity of the shaken’ where he comes closest to approaching the horizon of a political theory. What he means by ‘shaken,’ then, becomes the center of Chapter Four. To be shaken is to be aware of history, cognizant of one’s emplacement, and to have a willingness to act in concert with others toward a new idea of political engagement. ‘Solidarity of the shaken’ both arises from, and creates, history:

      History arises from the shaking of naïve and absolute meaning in the virtually simultaneous and mutually interdependent rise of politics and philosophy. Fundamentally, history is the unfolding of embryonic possibilities present in this shaking.59

      ‘Solidarity of the shaken’ has several conceptual levels: it is a way of looking at history; it can be a vision for a community that is built on conscience; it also can become a way of inserting a moral-ontological vision into decisions about collective political action. As a result, a dissident would require ‘solidarity of the shaken’ as a way to come together with others who are, like we all are, in our states of human fragility and susceptibility to our environments, but nonetheless still willing to seek out new understandings of that world. Patočka suggests that this solidarity emerges from an acceptance of fragility and willingness to be ‘shaken,’ perhaps allowing us to imagine a kind of politics that allows for the care of the soul and living in truth.

      To illuminate the conceptual and activist potentials in ‘solidarity of the shaken,’ Chapter Four argues that something about human history fundamentally changed when the nuclear bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and that this change relates to the solidarity and dissidence that characterized the 1950s and 1960s. Using several texts of activism from this era in the United States, Patočka’s ideas about ‘solidarity of the shaken’ are explored in light of the possible destruction of humanity with atomic weapons. ‘Solidarity of the shaken’ in the context of atomic activism is a reflection on how general indifference might be transformed into action, and how this kind of solidarity might be a way of addressing the sort of indifference brought about by the paralysis of fear more generally. The nuclear cases of ‘solidarity of the shaken’ show how the awareness of death brought by war generates meaning, as such awareness creates moments of being “shaken” that transform both collective and individual lives towards possibilities of coming together in solidarity as a precursor to political action. The examined texts include Mario Savio’s “The End of History,” from the Berkeley Free Speech Movement (1964); Paul Tillich’s “Shaking of the Foundations,” (1955) a sermon on atomic weapons and prophecies of the Bible; the “Russell-Einstein Manifesto,” (1954) on the problem of nuclear testing and scientific rationalism; and the “Port Huron Statement” of the Students for a Democratic Society (1962), a manifesto for a generation of atomic youth bracing for disaster and hoping for change.

      All of these texts of dissidence reference the kind of human vulnerability created by the mere presence of the atomic bomb and its ability to obliterate existence in a matter of seconds, massively and collectively. Each dissident text, each in a different way, calls for a new form of solidarity to emerge in light of this situation, each identifying a new kind of ‘distress’ created by this particular fear of annihilation. Those who came together in their ‘shaken-ness’ to find solidarity in light of the of terror produced by the atomic situation were politically motivated in a way that aligns with some (though not all) of Patočka’s ideas about ‘solidarity of the shaken,’ providing a terrain to explore the distinctions in Patočka’s thinking and its relation to the ‘heretical history’ that gives rise to such shaking. In particular, Tillich’s voice helps open the very question of ‘foundations,’ and whether or not there are traditional ‘foundations’ in Patočka’s own thinking. This returns to the question that arose in regard to Bonhoeffer’s insights, where the presence of both vertical thinking and horizontal thinking are necessary to act in a world where history itself might be near its end (given the possibilities for atomic destruction). This type of realization brought by the atomic situation might have forced us to begin living on anti-foundational grounding as our primary foundation, as Bonhoeffer’s religionless Christianity asks us to live without traditional religious short cuts and excuses. This will surely shake apart certain aspects of tradition, but perhaps it will also force us to ask whether those traditions are merely projections on the wall of the cave, a question that will call us to a new form of forward movement toward confrontation with the world.
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